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ABSTRACT

THE EXPERIENCES OF PUERTO RICAN FEMALE STUDENTS IN U.S. PUBLIC
SECONDARY SCHOOLS
MAY 1998
CARMEN A. ROLON, B.A., UNIVERSITY OF PUERTO RICO
M.A., TEMPLE UNIVERSITY
Ed. D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Sonia Nieto

A significant number of studies focusing on Latino students describe a myriad of
challenges that seem to affect their educational opportunities. In the case of Puerto Rican
female students, they seem to enter U.S. schools with about the same ability as others to
become active learners and successful students, but a significant number of them confront
challenges that threaten their academic progress or they drop out before achieving high
school graduation.
The purpose of this qualitative in-depth phenomenological interview study was to
explore the educational experiences of ten Puerto Rican female students in U.S. public
secondary schools in order to examine the elements that contributed to their success and
frustration in school. The study particularly looked for common experiences and factors
affecting their academic achievements, inquired about common problems faced in
schools by them, and considered their insights into how to improve the learning
conditions for all students.
vii

Phenomenological interviewing was the methodology used to gather the data.
The first interview centered around participants' life experiences in the United States until
secondary school. The second interview concentrated on their present experiences in
secondary school. The third interview focused on the meaning of their experiences as
students.
A thematic analysis of the interviews identified three influential components in
the academic achievements of the participants in this study. These are: the significant
role parents played in supporting and guiding their daughters; effective teachers affirm
participants’ culture and language in school; and a college education as the participants’
utmost educational goal provided a perspective of achievement for all of them.
The study also identified four common problems faced by either most participants
or their peers. Moving from one place to another affected their academic progress. The
ESL and TBE programs were found to provide effective services for their academic
needs, but participants identified limitations of the programs that needed improvement.
Dropping out and discrimination were found to be pervasive in participants’ academic
life. The implications of these findings, recommendations for schools, and gender
specific findings are explored in the last chapter.

vm

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS.v
ABSTRACT.vii
Chapter
1.

INTRODUCTION.1
Introduction.1
Problem Statement.2
Purpose of the Study.7
Methodological Approach to the Problem.8
Selection of the Participants.8
Setting of the Study.9
Research Questions.10
Structure of the In-Depth Phenomenological
Interviews.10
Data Analysis.12
Significance of the Study.12
Limitations of the Study.14
Dissertation Outline.16
Summary.16

2.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE.18
Introduction.18
The Education of Puerto Rican and Other Latino
Students in the United States.18
Effective Educational Interventions.31
The Development of Self and Identity.37
Students as Sources of Understanding
in Ethnographic Research.40
Summary.44

3.

METHODOLOGY.46
Introduction.46
In-depth Phenomenological Interviewing.46
Research Questions.49
Site Selection.50
Participant Selection.51
IX

Participants’ Rights to Protection.55
Structure and Content of the Interviews.>..56
Data Analysis.57
Researcher's Interests, Bias, and Responsibility.59
Summary.61
4.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PARTICIPANTS.62
Introduction.62
Aida Arroyo.62
Alma Soto.63
Amparo Rivera.64
Denise Figueroa.64
Jennifer Calderon.65
Juana Alvarado.65
Lisette Sanchez.66
Lulu Cruz.67
Maria Hernandez.67
Natalia Quinones.68

5.

ELEMENTS OF SUCCESS.70
Introduction.70
“My Mother Has Been There Through the Good Times
and Bad Times.”: Parental Involvement and the
Role of the Mother as a Source of
Strength and Encouragement to Get a Good
Education.71
“The School Is Like a Second Home for the
Students.”: Effective Teachers as Those
Who Respect and Affirm Cultural and
Linguistic Diversity.77
“I’m Going to Go to College in the United
States.”: College Education as the
Foremost Educational Goal.85
Summary.93

6.

COMMON PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES FOR PUERTO RICAN
FEMALES IN SCHOOL.95
Introduction.95

x

“[I]t Was a Whole Different World Being in the
United States, Being in an English Speaking
Place.”: Moving from One Place to Another.97
“[W]hen You Are in ESL You Don’t Take Classes
with Anybody Else. ...You’re in Your Own
Groups.”: Participants’ Experiences in the
TBE and ESL Programs.104
“I Feel Proud of Myself Because Everybody is
Dropping Out of School this Year, Other Girls
are Getting Pregnant, and I Am Still in
School.”: Perspectives of the Dropout Problem.111
“They Don’t Like Puerto Ricans Because Some People
Are Prejudiced.”: Perspectives on Discrimination.120
Summary.131
7.

CONCLUSION.133
Introduction.133
Fostering Models of Home-School Collaboration &
Academic Support Programs.134
Understanding Students’ Lives and Affirming
Their Cultural and Linguistic Diversity.139
Creating Effective College-Bound Programs and
School-University Partnerships.142
Promoting Structured Students’ Interactions in
the Classroom.146
Educating Personnel about the Puerto Rican
Experience and Creating Support Services for
Students and Their Families.147
Increasing Funding and Promoting Curricular
Reform for TBE and ESL Programs.148
Developing a Multicultural School Curriculum:
The First Steps.152
Abolishing Ability Grouping.154
Intersecting Dropping Out: Participants’
Recommendations.154
What is so Gendered about this Study?.157
Conclusion.159

APPENDICES
A.
B.

WRITTEN CONSENT FORM.160
FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO POR ESCRITO.163

BIBLIOGRAPHY.166
xi

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
\

Introduction
It was another gray day in late December in Massachusetts, when I drove to
Hopeville City to do my very first interview with Lulu Cruz. I had met her two weeks
before, and invited her to participate in my research project. I called her the week before,
and her answer was, yes. Yes! We agreed to meet in her home, and during the 30
minutes trip, many questions were brewing in my mind. Will she really give any
importance to our conversation? I certainly hoped she knew we needed confidential
space! Will she engage in the interview process? Will she answer with short sentences,
or will she take over the conversation? I really hoped I had written enough questions to
probe her about her experiences, and to keep the conversation flowing, if needed! Will
she open up to me? She had only seen me once before, and talked to me twice. Was she
nervous? I certainly was!
I knocked on the door, waited for a few seconds, and Lulu opened it. She
received me with the welcoming smile of a young woman brought up in the Puerto Rican
culture. She was dressed with blue jeans and a sweat shirt. Her mother was there to meet
me, but she was soon to leave for work. She offered me the traditional Puerto Rican cup
of coffee. I accepted it, and thanked her.
Lulu brought me to the living room. She looked nervous, but cheerful. After an
initial conversation, I turned on the cassette recorder, tested the microphone several
times, and asked the first interview question. What happened from that moment on
1

became a journey of exploration toward a fascinating subject, her educational experiences
and perspectives about going to school in the United States: “I was bom in Ponce, Puerto
Rico. I went to Kindergarten, and then after Kindergarten I went to first grade. In first
grade my mother decided to move to the United States. I came to the United States....”
“During the three interviews ...I think you asked me every question possible!,”
said Natalia at the end of her last interview. Her words and those of the other participants
helped me to complete the journey I began at Lulu’s home. In this dissertation I will
share some of that journey with the reader.

Problem Statement

Puerto Rican female students enter our schools with about the same ability as
others to become active learners and successful students, but a significant number of them
drop out before achieving high school graduation (Vazquez-Nuttal & Romero-Garcia,
1989). They come to our classrooms with high expectations for their future, but a
significant number of them reach high school with a limited understanding, if any, of
their post-secondary educational opportunities (Nieto, 1992; Vazquez-Nuttal & RomeroGarcia, 1989). Furthermore, many of them enter schools with the competitive edge of
knowing Spanish, but a significant number leave school without advancing those
language skills (Cummins, 1986; Walsh, 1991), even though as a foreign language
Spanish is a requirement in many post secondary institutions. These are some of the
challenges faced by Puerto Rican female students in U.S. public schools on a daily basis
as outlined by previous research studies. They are part of an educational experience that
needs to be further explored since it offers the opportunity to confront directly those and
2

other urgent issues that continue to affect the lives and education of many students in our
public schools.
Educational research focusing on Puerto Rican and other so-called minority
students has attempted to highlight some of the major causes that explain their history of
school success and failure in the United States. Although some research has identified
individual "deficiencies” as the major obstacles for their achievement in schools, more
recent studies have consistently shown that there are other more important social
categories to consider in the analysis of their educational experiences (Fine, 1991; Nieto,
1995). Findings from research show that gender, race, class, and ethnic differences
continue to hinder learning opportunities for success among these students. Some
examples can help illustrate this point. Research in education has consistently revealed
that in classrooms from preschool to post-secondary institutions male students receive
more of the teachers' attention and instruction time than do their female counterparts
(American Association of University Women, 1992). Moreover, it has been found that in
elementary school, African-American boys have fewer interactions with their teachers,
are perceived less favorably, and are seen as "less able" than their peers by their
classroom teachers (American Association of University Women, 1992). In the case of
African-American girls, the findings are even more distressing. Although they attempt to
initiate interaction with their teachers more often than any of their peers, they actually
receive less attention and reinforcement from them (American Association of University
Women, 1992).
Research into the educational experiences of Latino students shows similar
findings. Latinos also receive less attention from their teachers, and they perceive
3

interactions with teachers and other school personnel as negative (Ortiz, 1988; Arias,
1986). In addition, cultural differences between school personnel and Latino students
have been found to have a major impact on their education (Walsh, 1991; Zanger, 1993).
In the specific case of Puerto Ricans, cultural differences tend to marginalize the life
experiences of the students in the school and the curriculum (Bucchioni, 1982) to the
point where many of them see leaving the school system as the only plausible solution to
their problems in school. Furthermore, the exclusion of Puerto Rican students'
sociocultural experiences in the school curriculum seems to create a dichotomy between
what they perceive as school and their "real life" (Commins, 1989; Walsh, 1991). These
students see the school as an oppressive and alien space, where they exist only by
denying their identities, and their homes and communities as the places where their real
lives are lived and their real identities enacted.
Social class also seems to influence the experiences of students in U.S. schools.
Jean Anyon's research in four public schools located in communities of different socio¬
economic status revealed tremendous differences not only in the physical plant of the
schools, but in curriculum and instruction as well (Anyon, 1981). According to Anyon,
curriculum and instruction emphasize high levels of creativity, problem-solving, and
critical thinking in schools of wealthy communities. In working-class schools, though,
curriculum and instruction depend heavily on drill work and memorization, with little or
no attempt to create conditions for alternative and more creative use of students' abilities
and thinking skills.
What these studies reveal falls for short of the stated ideal of equal education for
everyone. Rather, they show that from an early age students who come from
4

underrepresented social and ethnic groups in this society experience schooling and
perceive themselves as devalued and less important than other students in the school. If
and how they are affected by those perceptions is a matter that requires further
investigation. Obviously, the learning environments offered to these students have not
been successful, and some have even been detrimental to their academic achievement. As
educators, we need to examine the elements that contribute to their success and
frustration in schools in order to ameliorate their frustration and increase their chances of
success.
In spite of these circumstances, we can find a significant number of Puerto Rican
female students who are quite successful in school. They have learned to mediate the
challenges imposed on them as individual learners, and as members of one of the most
undereducated groups in U.S. society (Nieto, 1995). They are enrolled in our secondary
schools, and although still in the process of achieving high school graduation, they have
demonstrated their capacity to achieve in school. I spoke to a group of them, and in the
pages that follow the reader will learn about important information they shared with me
about how to be successful in school and, I believe, those are lessons that need to be
learned by educators and policy makers interested in improving the learning conditions
for students like them.
The intention of this research study is precisely to identify the elements of success
and the challenges faced in school by asking ten Puerto Rican female students to share
with us their educational experiences and perspectives about the meaning of those
experiences in their lives. To grasp the significance of their educational experiences is
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one of the objectives of this study. To understand their importance in the creation of
learning environments for students like them is another.
As seen above, previous research studies have analyzed the categories of gender,
race, class, and ethnicity as primary factors in explaining the history of school success
and failure among underrepresented students in U.S. schools. Findings from this research
shed light on the role these social categories play in the academic achievement of
students. There is also an increasing concern among educators about the role of the
development of self and identity in the learning experiences of students in the classroom.
Issues such as differences in the formation of self-esteem among girls and other so-called
minority students, and the effects of classroom experiences on the construction and
reconstruction of their subjectivities both in their individual and social dimensions, are
becoming the focus of discussion and research in the educational field (Belenky, Clinchy,
Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Gilligan, Lyons & Hanmer, 1990; Bernal & Knight, 1993).
For these reasons, I approached the study of the educational experiences of Puerto Rican
female students as an excellent opportunity to further assess the effects of the interaction
of different social categories in the school life and academic achievements of students
like them. They embody multiple social categories, and therefore understand their
educational experiences from the perspectives of being a bicultural female students and,
in many cases, working-class and/or girls of color in a society and school system where
those categories sometimes hinder their opportunities for success. What Puerto Rican
female students have to offer through their narratives of schooling in this study thus go
beyond the mere description of those experiences. They offer also an opportunity to
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analyze their perspectives as new avenues of knowledge, where answers to many of
educators' most urgent questions about schooling and education can be found.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative in-depth phenomenological interview study is to
explore the educational experiences of ten Puerto Rican female students in U.S. public
secondary schools in order to identify what schooling, teaching, and learning is like to
them. In so doing, this study attempts to make those experiences historically and
analytically visible (Armitage, 1983), especially for those interested in improving the
creation of the conditions of learning for this important and growing segment of our
school population.
A selected group of Puerto Rican female students were asked to narrate in detail
their educational experiences in schools, and the meaning of those experiences for them.
They were also asked to share their own definitions and perspectives about what it means
to be a Puerto Rican female student in U.S. schools. The lives and experiences in their
classrooms, their schools, their homes, and communities were explored to find thematic
connections, threads of thoughts and experiences that illuminated my inquiry.
Following the tradition of Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmeret (1990), Walsh (1991),
Nieto (1992), and SooHoo (1993), this study focuses on what young adolescent students
have to say about their experiences as experts of their life conditions, who provided an
insider's perspective most often neglected in previous research approaches. In this way, it
attempts to begin an honest exploration of some of the element of success in the
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educational lives of these young women, as well as the problems faced in school from the
perspective of those who are most affected by them.

Methodological Approach to the Problem
Since the emphasis of this study is one of exploration, documentation, and
understanding of participants’ educational experiences from their point of view, the use
of in-depth phenomenological interview was chosen as the most appropriate tool. As
defined by Seidman (1991), this research method precisely allows the researcher to
uncover not only the participants' educational experiences, but the context and meaning
of those experiences from their point of view. Through the use of life-history
interviewing techniques (Seidman, 1991), open-ended questions were developed for the
interviews in a way that allowed the participants to narrate their experiences in their own
words. During the third interview, the participants also had the opportunity to define the
meaning of those experiences in their lives. In this way, I was able to explore how they
perceive their educational experiences, and the knowledge they have gained. In the
thematic analysis of the interviews, a process of interpretation was achieved as a result of
the interaction between participants' definitions and perspectives of their own
experiences, and the researcher's comprehension of them in both their individual and
collective dimensions.

Selection of the Participants
There were ten participants in this study. The criteria for participation was self
identification as a Puerto Rican female, enrollment as an active student in a secondary
8

school in Massachusetts, and an interest in sharing their lives and educational experiences
with others. Massachusetts was selected as the site for this study because the
socioeconomic indicators for Latinos in the state, as described by the Mauricio Gaston
Institute (1994) and Frau-Ramos & Nieto (1993), tend to reflect the heterogeneity of the
larger Latino population in the United States. This diversity in the Latino population in
Massachusetts provided a rich opportunity to select participants from a variety of
socioeconomic levels, whose lives and educational experiences might have been affected
by the contexts in which they go to school.
The decision to interview students at the secondary level was made primarily for
two reasons. First, I wanted to explore in a comprehensive way the educational
experiences of the participants, including issues such as students' expectations for the
future, planning, and career counseling that mostly happen at secondary school. Second,
I was interested in looking into the dropout issues so pervasive among Puerto Rican
students and, as Vazquez-Nuttal & Romero-Garcia (1989) points out, the peak year for
dropping out of school among Puerto Rican female students seems to be tenth grade.

Setting of the Study
Participants of this study come from two different school districts. Five of them
come from a small city where Latinos constitute the largest ethnic group, 31% of the city
population. Of all the Latinos in this city, 93.5% are Puerto Ricans, and in the schools,
Latinos are more than half the student body. The city will be known in this study as
Hopeville City, a pseudonym. The other five participants come from a mid-size college
town with a high percentage of middle-class households, where more than half of the
9

student population is White of European descent. In this study, this suburban town is
known as Appletown.

Research Questions
Two sets of research questions have served as guiding principles during this
study. The first set of questions looks into common experiences and factors affecting
participants’ educational lives and academic achievements. Particularly, I tried to find
the answers to the following questions:
1. What are participants' personal experiences as Puerto Rican young women
growing up and going to school in the United States?
2. Are there common experiences and/or factors affecting participants’ lives and
academic achievements?
The second set of questions inquires about common problems faced in schools by
participants. I attempted to explore the answers to the following questions:
3. Do participants share common problems as students in the United States?
4. Are there common themes across interviews when discussing those problems
and their possible solutions?

Structure of the In-Depth Phenomenological Interviews
Following the method of phenomenological interviewing, each participant was
interviewed three different times for a period of about seventy-five minutes, which I
found to be the right amount of time to keep young adolescent women focused on the
interviews, and my own "critical listening" of what is being said as a researcher (Measor,
10

1985). I asked open-ended questions, allowing participants to narrate, independently of
direct questions, their lives and educational experiences (Thompson, 1981). In most of
the interviews, the interviewees took over the control of the interview (Bertaux, 1981),
talking freely about their topics of interest or concern. In this way, they mostly defined
the issues covered in the interviews (Goodson & Walker, 1988).
The first interview focused on the participants' life experiences as Puerto Rican
female students growing up and going to school in the United States until secondary
school. They were asked to narrate those experiences in detail, including their
experiences in school, home, and community, and focusing on their relationships with
family and relatives, peers, teachers, and other school personnel.
The second interview focused on their present experiences in secondary school.
Participants were asked to describe in detail what they actually do during a school day,
from the moment they wake up to the time they fall asleep. Whom they go to school
with, what they wear, what classes they take, when, where, how they complete their
homework, as well as other topics and activities in their everyday lives were discussed.
The third interview focused on the meaning of their experiences as students in
U.S. schools. They were asked to reflect on what it means to be a Puerto Rican female
student growing up and going to secondary school in the United States. How do they see
their parents and relatives, their friends and peers, as well as their teachers and other
school personnel, in supporting their educational aspirations and in providing for their
educational needs? How do they see themselves in the future? What are their
suggestions for improving the learning conditions at school for students like them? These
were all questions posed during the third interview.
11

Interviews were conducted in the language of preference of the participants. Only
two participants answered all interview questions in Spanish, but most of the others also
used Spanish at some point during the interviews.

Data Analysis
All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim by me. Passages were
marked, codified, and labeled by themes. Themes were filed, and codified excerpts
corresponding to emerging themes were tabulated for comparison across interviews. The
more common themes emerging in the interviews were examined and selected for
analysis. Excerpts from each interview, corresponding to each of these themes, were
gathered together to form a single narrative. In Chapter 3, a more detailed discussion of
data analysis can be found.
Seven themes were found to be most significant among participants. Three of
these themes speak to elements of success that have made a difference in the educational
lives of all participants in the study, and these are presented in detail in Chapter 5. The
other four themes speak to common problems faced in school by most participants in the
study, and they are presented in detail in Chapter 6.

Significance of the Study
This study is significant in at least four ways. First of all, to my knowledge, it is
the first in-depth phenomenological study with Puerto Rican students in the United
States, and it contributes to the emerging literature of ethnographic studies focusing on
students' lives and perspectives. It contributes to the growing field of qualitative
12

educational research that emphasizes students as an invaluable source of information
about education as a lived experience, subject to reflection, changes, and transformations.
It documents how Puerto Rican female students understand educational issues, and what
specific recommendations they propose to improve the learning environments for
students like them. As expected, their insights in this study demonstrated that although
they do not know all the questions or answers about education, they do experience and
know some of them very well.
Second, by documenting the lives and educational experiences of Puerto Rican
female students, this study has contributed to the areas of school reform and curriculum
development within the field of multicultural education, by addressing the needs of
students from one of the most undereducated ethnic groups in U.S. society. It provided
an opportunity to explore the challenges that high dropout rates, discrimination, and
second language acquisition and development, among others, represent to the
participants' learning and academic achievements (Arias, 1986; Cummins & Swain, 1986;
Nieto, 1995; Vazquez-Nuttal & Romero Garcia, 1989). How they have overcome these
circumstances, and who have helped them in that process were also better understood
through participants’ own words. Some of the themes that emerged from this study
backed up previous research findings about Puerto Ricans and other underrepresented
students, but its exploratory nature has also introduced a new issue that deserves further
investigation. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.
Third, this study reveals the concerns and perspectives of a very specific group of
students who identify themselves as Puerto Rican female students in U.S. schools. It
contributes to the understanding of identity formation in school, particularly how their
13

ethnic identity impacts their emotional and psychosocial development. Under the theme
of discrimination as lived experiences in chapter six, this study contributes to the
exploration of these issues in personal terms, and it sheds light on how the social
construction of participants’ ethnic identity is played out in school and the society at
large.
The literature review also reveals that the experiences of Latino students in school
is one of marginalization and invisibility (Fernandez & Gangjian, 1988; Walsh, 1991;
Zanger, 1993). This study brings into perspective not only how the process of selfaffirmation in schools is lived and perceived by the participants, but also what emotional
energy they spent on this process on a daily basis, and how it affects their learning.

Limitations of the Study
As an in-depth phenomenological interview research project this study have at
least four limitations. First, the perceptions of the participants' experiences as well as
their significance have been filtered through mine. Although all attempts were made to
allow the interviewee to control the interview and narrate her experiences (Bertaux,
1981), I assume the final responsibility of what is presented here because the analysis of
the interviews has been mediated by my own feelings, interests, previous knowledge, and
perspectives of the topics under consideration.
Second, the context of the interviews was detached from the natural context of the
educational experience (Measor, 1985). Within the qualitative paradigm, education is
seen as experiences that are context-dependent, thus observation in the natural context is
important in the understanding of the wholeness of the experience (Edson, 1988). This
14

assumption, therefore, highlights at least two additional ways that might have limited this
study. On the one hand, the interviews were all conducted away from the educational
context. Information that could have been gathered through observation is not available.
On the other hand, no matter how much I worked to create an atmosphere of
"naturalness" for the interviews, an adult, until recently an adult stranger, interviewing
young women was an unnatural situation no matter what (Measor, 1985). It is still
hoped, however, that the phenomenological approach of the interviews allowed me to
gather personal knowledge and understandings from the participants, and that their
insights have enriched the study and guided the thematic analysis of the interviews in
ways not possible through any other research design.
Third, age might have limited my access to participants' narratives (Seidman,
1991; Measor, 1985). I tried to diminish this limitation by dressing as casually as I could.
I wore black jeans, sweaters, and sport boots in the hope that it would help me access the
participants, at least up to a certain point.
In terms of the study itself, the most significant limitation is the fact that only
students from Massachusetts were selected. As I explained before, Massachusetts was
selected as the site for this study because the socioeconomic indicators for Latinos in the
state tend to reflect the heterogeneity of the larger Latino population in the United States,
allowing me to choose participants from diverse socioeconomic levels. I expect that the
qualitative approach and exploratory nature of the study was not affected by this
limitation.

15

Dissertation Outline
The dissertation has seven chapters. Chapter 2 will provide a review of relevant
literature that will serve to define the context of the participants' lives, and it will provide
an avenue to explore the issues and ideas presented in the interviews. Chapter 3 will
further define the research methodology including the process of participant selection, the
interview questions, and the actual collection and analysis of data using in-depth
phenomenological interviewing techniques. Chapter 4 will present a brief description of
all participants in the study in order to acquaint the reader with their biographical
background, and to be used as a point of reference when reading the narratives in the
chapters that follow. Chapter 5 will introduce three themes that were found to be the
most significant elements in the academic success of all participants in the study. This
chapter answers the first set of questions related to common experiences and factors
affecting participants’ lives and academic achievements as Puerto Rican young women
growing up and going to school in the Unites States. Chapter 6 will present four themes
that were found to define common problems faced by most participants in school. This
chapter will answer the second set of research questions which focuses on common
problems shared by participants as students in U.S. schools. Chapter 7 will forward an
analysis of these themes, and will outline implications for improving the learning
conditions for all students in our public schools.

Summary
Children from underrepresented groups in the United States continue to face
educational challenges that go beyond learning the basics. Although psychological
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theories of cognitive development might be effective in explaining the difficulties of
some individual children, their educational profile as a group is more difficult to explain.
According to a growing body of educational research, students’ educational
experiences are constructed within the boundaries of social relations where their race,
ethnicity, and class seem to impose significant limitations on their academic achievement.
This body of research has been influential in the creation, recommendation, and
implementation of better conditions of learning for all students. What has been missing,
until recently, is a more in-depth documentation of the lives, educational experiences, and
perspectives of the students who are directly affected by this endeavor.
This study is an attempt to fill this gap. By documenting the lives and academic
achievements of ten Puerto Rican female students attending public secondary schools, a
better understanding of the meaning of those experiences will be advanced. Moreover, by
placing participants’ perspectives about education as lived experiences at the center of
this inquiry, I believe I have gained new insights into specific topics and problems that
need to be addressed in any serious discussion of school reform. I have also drawn
attention to ways to improve the learning environments for students like them. As I said
before, as students they might not know all the questions or answers about education, but
they do know some of them very well. I only hope they were able to share them with me
in the open and fruitful conversation that I tried to create.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
The primary purpose of this study is to document the lives and educational
experiences of Puerto Rican female students in U.S. secondary schools. The context of
this research is grounded in previous studies examining: 1) the education of Puerto Rican
and other Latino students in the United States, and the challenges they face in school and
society; 2) the implementation of effective educational interventions, known as the
effective schools literature or effectiveness literature; 3) the role the intersection of
gender and other categories of identification play in the lives of women students, and 4)
the role of students in ethnographic research as primary sources of understanding and
knowledge about schooling and education. A review of this body of literature will serve
to define the context of the participants' lives. It will also provide an avenue to explore
the issues and ideas presented in their narrations.

The Education of Puerto Rican and Other Latino Students in
the I Inited States
The educational profile of Puerto Rican female and other Latino students can only
be understood within the boundaries of the socioeconomic conditions of their lives. This
section will first provide a general description of the social context. A characterization of
their educational experiences will follow to grasp the most important issues and problems
in their education.
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Puerto Ricans represent about 15% of the Latino population in the United States
(Nieto, 1995) and Latinos constitute the nation's second largest ethnic group (Arias,
1986). According to Morales & Bonilla (1993), between 1980 and 1990 Latinos'
demographic growth was nearly 10 times the rate of non-Latino Whites and more than
five times that of African Americans, accounting for about 30% of the nation's population
gain within this period.
With a median age of 25 years, compared to the national median age of 32 years,
the Latino population is younger than that of the nation as a whole (Morales, & Bonilla,
1993). This characteristic helps explain the high number of Latino students in the
nation's schools. For example, in elementary schools, Latinos account for 11.3% of all
students, and in high schools as many as 10.4% of all students are Latinos as well (Nieto,
1995). For Puerto Ricans, the median age is even lower at 24.3 years (Arias, 1986).
Morales & Bonilla (1993) explain that above average rates of immigration and
reproduction among Latinos during the last two decades account for their significant
population growth and younger median age. It is expected that these population trends
will not change notably in the years to come.
Most Latinos live in cities. Their rate of urbanization is 90% compared to 75%
for the nation as a whole (Morales & Bonilla, 1993). Puerto Ricans concentrate
primarily in the metropolitan areas of the Northeast, especially in New York and New
Jersey (Arias, 1986). It is in large urban areas where the representation of Latino students
is most significant, accounting up to 27% of the total student population (Nieto, 1995).
Unfortunately, living in the cities hurts Latinos. The economic trend during the
last fifteen years in the United States has created a geographical distribution of wealth
19

that hinders urban communities more than ever before. The suburbanization of goodsproducing industries and the increase of highly specialized professional jobs in the cities
diminish job opportunities of Latinos whose acquired job skills are fewer and educational
attaintment lower than the average for the nation (Morales, & Bonilla, 1993). For these
reasons, the living conditions of these families are permeated with what could be
characterized as outrageous limitations that include poverty, unemployment, inadequate
housing, and street violence (Nieto, 1994).
Puerto Ricans share most of the socioeconomic characteristics of Latinos, with the
distressing factor of having some of the worst indices among them (Morales, & Bonilla,
1993). Impoverishment among Puerto Ricans is very high. According to Morales &
Bonilla (1993), in 1987 the poverty rate among Puerto Ricans was 40.3%, the highest for
any racial or ethnic group in the nation. For Puerto Rican children, the rate is even higher
at 53% (Nieto, 1995). The unemployment rate has also been consistently high among
Puerto Ricans: in 1991, it was 11.8%, higher than for any racial or ethnic group
(Morales, & Bonilla, 1993). Even when Puerto Ricans find jobs, their living conditions
do not seem to improve. Puerto Ricans are concentrated in low-wage occupations, and
they continue to enter the labor market with fewer skills than those needed to compete, in
this way limiting their chances to achieve higher standards of living. This distressing
socioeconomic background frames the educational experiences of a significant number of
Puerto Rican students in U.S. schools. This educational profile provides further
information about their experiences in the United States.
Puerto Rican students belong to one of the most undereducated ethnic groups in
U.S. society (Nieto, 1995), with poor educational attainment at all levels of schooling
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(Arias, 1986). They have one of the lowest numbers of school years completed, and one
of the highest dropout and attrition rates, particularly at the high school level, where they
are also more likely to be two or more years below grade level than their peers, and where
their enrollment rate in college-preparatory curricula is very low (Arias, 1986; VazquezNuttal & Romero Garcia, 1989).
In a comprehensive statistical analysis of several educational factors affecting
Latino students in the United States, Meier & Steward (1991) reported that Puerto Rican
students were more likely to be found in low-ability instructional groups, and in the most
segregated schools in the nation. According to them, academic grouping is the most
significant element contributing to the discouragement of Puerto Ricans in the school
system. Meier and Steward also found that Puerto Rican students are 43%
overrepresented among the expelled, they do not get access to gifted classes, and that they
are overrepresented in special education.
Meier & Steward (1991) indicate that when Latinos have representation on the
school board and among teachers, proportionally fewer Latino students are expelled or
assigned to special education classes, more of them are assigned to gifted classes, and
achieve high school graduation. They conclude that increased Latino representation in
school decision-making structures reduces educational policies affecting the educational
achievement of Latino students in U.S. schools.
According to Nieto (1995), dropping out of schools has been an urgent and
persistent condition in the educational lives of Puerto Rican students in the United States.
After analyzing the High School and Beyond data, Fernandez and Shu (1988) asserted
that Puerto Rican students dropped out at higher rates than other students regardless of
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age and even when they had average grades, few disciplinary problems, were in academic
programs, and expected to stay in school through graduation. That is to say, Puerto Rican
students drop out of schools in high numbers even when they are not in the "at risk"
categories.
In general, Latino students do not only leave school in larger numbers than other
groups, they also do it at an earlier age (Frau-Ramos, & Nieto, 1993). Although it is true
that in general girls have lower dropout rates than boys, this is not true among Puerto
Ricans female students, whose likelihood of dropping out is higher than it is for their
male counterparts (Vazquez-Nutall, & Romero Garcia, 1989; American Association of
University Women, 1992).
Vazquez-Nutall & Romero-Garcia (1989) explain that for many Puerto Rican
female students, the school is the first place where direct interaction with mainstream
culture occurs. Their research shows how these girls do not receive adequate counseling
to further their educational opportunities. They also found that Puerto Rican girls are
confronted with low expectations, receive limited feedback, and their needs as
bilingual/bicultural females are not adequately known, much less addressed by the school
system.
Studies focusing on the college experience also describe the hardship of Latino
students in the United States. About one in ten Latinos is a college graduate (Morales, &
Bonilla, 1993), and they represent only 6.5% of total undergraduate enrollment (Bennet,
1995). Valencia & Aburto (1991) explain that Latino students score substantially lower
than White students on standardized college entrance tests, and their low scores are not as
good a predictor of college academic performance as they are for Whites. Unfortunately,
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test scores continue to be used to recruit new students, especially to prestigious
institutions and, more importantly, to award them scholarships (American Association of
University Women, 1992). As Melendez & Petrovich (1989) assert, given their lowincome and their difficulty in obtaining credit, many Latino students need fmancial-aid
packages covering the total cost of their education. That is to say, for many Latino
students scholarships represent their only hope for attending college. If colleges and
universities continue to use standardized test scores to award financial aid packages, it is
unlikely that the number of Latino students entering post-secondary institutions will
increase in any substantial way in the years to come.
The educational profile of Latino students in the United States gives us a general
description of the educational status of Puerto Rican female students in the schools, but
gives us little detail of their everyday experiences. An increasing number of studies are
focusing on those experiences and revealing in more detail the challenges they face in
school and society. Their findings expose how those experiences are constructed within
the boundaries of social relations where their class, gender, race, ethnicity, and lack of
English proficiency seem to impose significant limitations on their academic
achievement. A close examination of those studies will strengthen an understanding of
the context of the participants in this research.
A comparative research study among Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans
suggests that social class is a better predictor than ethnicity for determining school
success among Latinos (Meier & Steward, 1991). This finding is similar to an extensive
body of literature that situates social class as the most important category in the study and
understanding of schooling in the United States (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Giroux, 1981).
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Among them, Anyon (1981) is particularly successful in assessing the conditions of
schooling in different socio-economic contexts. Her research in four public schools
located in communities of different socio-economic status revealed tremendous
differences not only in the physical plant of the schools, but in curriculum and instruction
as well. Her findings show how curriculum and instruction emphasize high levels of
creativity, problem-solving, and critical thinking in the schools of wealthy communities.
In working class schools, however, curriculum and instruction depend heavily on drill
work and memorization, with little or no attempt to create conditions for alternative and
more creative use of students' abilities and thinking skills.
Moll (1988) asserts that these conditions are even more distressing among Latino
students because there seems to be a tendency to reduce even further the level of
complexity in social class to match their level of English proficiency, regardless of their
competence in the academic subjects. It is precisely the intersection of social class and
English proficiency that seems to hinder Latinos’ educational experiences even more.
This reveals the importance of examining the complexities of embodying different social
categories of identification in understanding the educational experiences of children from
diverse backgrounds. In the case of the participants of this research, gender seems to play
a cardinal role in their lives and deserves serious consideration.
As girls, Puerto Rican female students enter an educational system that is not
providing appropriate services to their gendered educational needs. According to the
American Association of University Women (1992), girls enter U.S. public schools with
about the same measured ability as their male counterparts, but during their school
experiences, they are less likely to receive adequate teacher attention, especially in
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science classes, or to find themselves and their lives reflected in the classroom materials
and textbooks. For example, Sadker & Sadker (1994) studied currently used high school
history and science textbooks and found that in the former only between two to three
percent of the content is devoted to women, and in the latter two thirds to three quarters
of drawings are of the male body. Of the five science textbooks reviewed not one had a
drawing of a female scientist.
The American Association of University Women (1992) also found that girls are
less expected and less encouraged to pursue higher-level mathematics and science
courses, and career counselors tend to discourage them from pursuing engineering and
science courses in their college years. Moreover, Sadker & Sadker (1994) found that the
longer girls stay in school, the further behind they fall in standardized achievement tests,
especially in math and sciences.
Although the number of Puerto Rican female students continuing post-secondary
education is lower than it should be, it will not increase until their high aspirations are
met with needed counseling services to guide them through curricular choices.
According to Vazquez-Nutall & Romero-Garcia (1989), those services are not available
to them in most schools. Irvine (1986) and The American Association of University
Women (1992) also point to findings showing that teachers’ low expectations and
interaction with racial and ethnic minority students affect their academic outcomes;
similar findings among Puerto Rican female students are confirmed in research by
Vazquez-Nutall & Romero-Garcia (1989). The selection of classroom activities and
strategies also tend to benefit male White students more than any other group.
Furthermore, Sadker & Sadker (1994) also discuss the fact that even though girls do well
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in school and get better grades than boys, they actually feel less important than their male
peers, their self-esteem tends to drop as they go through school, and the danger of
depression increases.
Sexism among peers also generates negative feelings among female students.
Sadker & Sadker (1994) explain that sexual harassment occurs frequently in school
hallways, hurting female students who come to see the school as an unsafe place. Their
research shows that sexual harassment among students is seen as ’’normal'’ male behavior,
and is not addressed at all by teachers or administrators, making the school even more
unsafe to female students.
According to Sadker & Sadker (1994), athletics continue to be mostly a male
domain in U.S. schools. Their study confirms that self-confidence, leadership, teamwork,
and satisfaction are some of the benefits enjoyed by boys who play sports in schools.
They found that these benefits are denied to girls by either not creating enough girls' sport
teams or by inadequately funding them. Their study suggests that increasing girls’
opportunities to participate in athletics could become an important step to improve
opportunities for success among a significant number of girls who are qualified but not
challenged enough in this area of school life.
Sadker & Sadker (1994) also discuss the classroom as a place where female
students receive less praise and less constructive criticism for their intellectual work, thus
shortchanging their academic achievement. They indicate that, of all students, minority
girls are the least likely to receive teachers' attention, showing how the intersection of
different categories of identification affects the schooling experiences in the United
States. It seems surprising, however that even seasoned researchers like the Sadkers are
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quick to comment that sexism is more rampant in the schools and less addressed than
other forms of discrimination, including racism, although their own research data reveal
another reality in the classroom. Their contention that gender is the most significant
factor in achieving equal education in U.S. schools is contradicted by the myriad of
research findings, discussed below, which demonstrate the distressing consequences that
social class, race, ethnicity, and English proficiency have on the educational lives of
students of color in this society, curtailing their chances to improve their living conditions
in the future.
Fine (1991), Ogbu (1991), and Nieto (1996) review part of the literature about the
educational conditions and the history of discrimination among African Americans.
Their work reveals a disconcerting history of exclusion: from the slavery era when
teaching slaves to read and write was codified as a criminal act (Nieto, 1996); to the
segregation era when African American children received poor educational services in
separate schools (Ogbu, 1991); to today, after the Brown ruling, when measures like
institutional discrimination continues to hinder the learning opportunities of a significant
number of African American children in the United States (Fine, 1991).
After thirty years of progressive educational legislation, about 62.9 percent of
African American students attend predominantly minority schools, and they are over¬
represented in special education classes (Fine, 1991). Ogbu (1991) reveals how persistent
social and institutional discrimination against African Americans hinder their
opportunities in school, as it does in the job market and in society in general. His
ethnographic research shows that in school, discrimination against African Americans
includes: neighborhood schools that continue to be racially segregated, unequal funding
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and facilities of what he calls White and minority schools; low teacher expectations;
clinical definitions of their academic problems; tracking; biased curriculum and
textbooks; and denial of rewards for their educational accomplishments.
When these institutional practices are seen within the larger social context where,
for example, job opportunities and promotions are distributed along racial lines, it is
understandable why so many African American children fail in schools (Ogbu, 1991). It
is not only that they receive poor educational services, but also that the rewards for
finishing high school are not as tangible as they are for other children. This reality also
reveals how race continues to be a marker of identity in our schools, and shows the subtle
and not so subtle ways of its deployment in the everyday lives of a significant number of
students in the United States.
Research by Gougis (1986) measured the subtleties of race in school by their
effect on cognitive functioning among African American college students. He found that
students experienced more emotional stress, spent less time studying, and had a harder
time recalling information when exposed to racial prejudice in the learning environment.
Au & Kawakami (1994) and Commins (1989) explore how language and cultural
discontinuities between school and home affect the academic performance of Latino and
other culturally diverse students in schools. Au & Kawakami (1994) review several
studies and report, among other things, that teachers tend to lower their expectations for
academic achievement, emphasize lower level skills, and provide less effective forms of
instruction when teaching students who speak a language other than English.
Commins (1989) uncovers the affective dilemmas faced by Latino children in
school while they are becoming acquainted and adopting the language, values, and
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customs of the larger society. First of all, she found that Latino families found it difficult
to establish working relationships with their children’s school, confirming similar
findings from Cummmins (1986). She also found that Latino children confronted a
school environment where language and cultural norms were different from those
learned at home, and they spent a great amount of time and emotional energy learning
and negotiating the different realities in which they lived. The most important finding of
her research, though, is that most of the children were not using their primary language in
their learning, and in so doing, their academic progress was severely limited, especially in
areas such as abstract thinking and the use of higher level cognitive skills. This finding
concurs with the theory presented in Cummins & Swain (1986) about second language
acquisition, where conversational skills in the second language are achieved before the
development of the cognitive/academic skills needed to understand abstract thinking.
Cummins and Swain (1986) discuss evaluations of different bilingual programs in
some detail. According to their study, interpersonal communicative skills in the second
language develop within two years of exposure, while cognitive/academic skills take
between five to seven years. For this reason, they found that instruction in the first
language is the most important element in the success of language minority students
because they continue to develop cognitive skills in subject areas while also developing
proficiency in their second language. Based on their findings, they describe the model of
bilingual proficiency known as common underlying proficiency (CUP), where there is
interdependence of conceptual knowledge across languages, and they explain that
students transfer those cognitive skills to the second language while continuing to achieve
at higher academic levels.
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Walsh (1991) and Zanger (1993) explored the cultural elements affecting the
educational experiences of Puerto Ricans and other Latino students in the United States.
According to Walsh (1991), Puerto Rican students use the cultural frame of reference of
their home language when conveying meaning to words spoken in English. Therefore,
what they communicate in English might be different from the concept they have in
mind. As she explains, to speak English is not the same as to think in English. Her
findings reveal that in school, Puerto Rican students perceive an invalidation of the way
they understand their existence due to a dissimilar sociocultural interpretation of reality.
These contradictory visions affect them in unique ways, developing a kind of “cultural
schizophrenia” that hurts their success in school. They perceive their lives at home and
school as separate, a sense of dualism where the culture and values cherished at home are
devalued in school.
Walsh (1991) demonstrates how a significant number of participants in her study
had internalized a negative, stereotyped vision of their ethnic group when they were
asked to define English words such as “Hispanic”, “bilingual”, or “Puerto Rican”, and
they preferred a self-identification with the White middle class culture of the school. A
second voice was heard though when they were asked to define the same words in
Spanish, where “puertorriqueno”, “bilingtie”, and “hispano” meant a cultural and
linguistic identity as well as the pride of being able to talk about it. Furthermore, her
study clearly shows how Puerto Rican children are aware of the conditions that make
them feel uncomfortable and left out in school, and how they develop strategies to
survive that too often depend upon the denial of their home language and ethnic identity.
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Zanger (1993) focused on Latino students' perceptions of their social relationships
with teachers and other students in a public school in Boston. Her data reveal how
cultural differences between Latino students and mainstream teachers generate a
mismatch in expectations of student/teacher relationships, and how even well- intentioned
mainstream teachers can have a negative impact on their culturally diverse students due
to cultural variations in interactional style. One of the major findings of this study was
the sense of marginalization that Latino students felt while at school. Many of these
students did not feel part of the school or the classroom, and they spoke specifically about
feeling "pushed out" for being different, being treated as if they were less than other
students, and being invisible in the school and the curriculum. Zanger concluded that
these experiences of exclusion and feelings of marginalization among Latino students
influence their decision to leave schools, and help us understand the root of the dropout
crisis among them.
The socioeconomic conditions of a significant number of Puerto Rican and other
Latino students in the United States as well as the challenges they face in school have
been described in this section. In the following section effective practices used with
Latino students will be reviewed. It will frame this study as part of a growing area of
educational research emphasizing the importance of the creation and implementation of
effective educational interventions, both at the school and the classroom level.

Effective Educational Interventions
The implementation of effective educational interventions among Latino students
is a burgeoning field in the effective schools literature. According to this body of
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research, the incorporation of Latino students’ culture and language in the school and the
curriculum seems to improve their participation and achievement in schools.
Cummins (1986) explored the implementation of a preschool educational program
in California created to improve the readiness of Spanish-speaking children entering
kindergarten. The program design included the use of Spanish as the sole language of
instruction, incorporation of the history and culture of the children, promotion of
community involvement, and the development of conceptual skills through meaningful
linguistic interaction. Several tests, including the School Readiness Inventory Test, were
used to measure the effectiveness of the program. The test scores demonstrated that the
program achieved the development of high levels of conceptual and linguistic skills in
both languages by teaching children in an environment where their cultural identity was
affirmed, their primary language was used for instruction, and where parents were active
collaborators in the educational process.
Lucas, Henze, & Donato (1990) contribute to the literature through a study of six
secondary schools that have been recognized as effective in educating Latino languageminority students. Their comparative study showed how effective schools place the
strength and needs of Latino students at the center of curricular and school change. They
found several common features of success among these schools, including: celebration
and incorporation of students’ language and culture into school programs and instruction;
equal promotion of English literacy and enhancement of native language skills; high
expectations for all students that are most reflected in the elimination of ability tracking
and availability of advanced content courses in bilingual programs; school leaders who
made raising the achievement levels of Latino students a priority; strong staff
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development programs designed to serve language minority students; a variety of
advanced course offerings in the bilingual program; after-school programs to promote
college readiness skills; counseling services focused on working with parents and
promoting post-secondary educational goals; and increased parent involvement.
Other studies look into the classroom to examine effective teaching among Latino
students. Moll (1988) reported on the instructional organization of two outstanding
teachers of Latino students in an urban elementary school. He found that both teachers
had high expectations for their Latino students, and eliminated ability grouping in their
classrooms. Rather, they organized groups according to students’ interests or as part of
specific learning activities. They focused on the content of lessons, not on isolated
skills, providing opportunities for the students to explore meaning and to identify
strategies to understand the text. Furthermore, these teachers conducted their assessments
by observing students in various contexts, and by contrasting students' individual
performance with their performance in collaborative situations. Students had a choice of
activities, were allowed to help their peers, and were welcome to bring personal
experiences to enrich their understanding of classroom work. Moll (1988) explains how
cultural and linguistic elements from home and the community experiences were
integrated into the curriculum, and he confirmed once more the presence of high
expectations and of students’ culture and language at the center of successful teaching.
Garcia(1988) and Abi-Nader (1990) corroborate these findings. Garcia (1988)
described other features of effective instructional practices among Latino Spanishdominant students. In his study, successful teachers communicate clearly with students
when giving directions, explaining activities, presenting new information, and providing
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feedback. Spanish is used to ensure clarity of communication and instruction, and
English development is enhanced through ample interaction with English-speaking peers.
Abi-Nader (1990) explored the effectiveness of a successful high school college
preparatory program. After six months of observation and data gathering, she concluded
that two elements were significant about the program. These were: the commitment of
the bilingual teacher to educating students, and the central role of the students’ language
and culture in every aspect of the program. In addition, she observed how the teacher
promoted confidence among students through a discourse of possibility which stressed
the idea of a college education. The bilingual teacher also established high standards and
expectations for Latino students, and constantly challenged them to do their best.
Furthermore, he promoted a sense of pride about their Latino heritage, and the benefits of
their bilingual and bicultural skills which the researcher found significant in changing the
educational goals and future path of the participants.
Brisk (1991) explored the implementation of an innovative model of education
that integrated the bilingual and the mainstream programs, where instruction was
conducted in both languages in content areas. Her findings show that all students
benefited from the bilingual learning context. English-dominant students had the
opportunity to acquire a second language, and they learned to appreciate and respect other
languages and cultures. Latino Spanish-dominant students, as well as bilingual students,
benefited not only because their acquisition of a second language is supported in positive
ways, but because they continued to learn content areas in the language they were more
capable of understanding.
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Montero-Sieburth & Perez (1987) contribute to the literature by focusing on the
role of a bilingual teacher in the learning experiences of Latino students. According to
their findings, bilingual and bicultural teachers provided Latinos with guidance to
effectively choose the elements of the dominant culture necessary to succeed in this
society, and they showed them how to preserve and respect their own identity. In the
discussion of their case study, the authors explained how Latino students’ identification
with the bilingual teacher facilitated their adaptation to the school environment, and
helped to create the minimum conditions for them to stay and eventually achieve in
school.
Wheelock (1992) reviewed the myriad of studies and research findings on ability
grouping in U.S. schools, and she suggests the elimination of tracking as the most
important step in changing the educational opportunities for success among Latinos and
other students of color in this society. Her detailed examination of the effects of
untracking instruction in schools confirms the findings of Lucas, Henze, & Donato
(1990).
Henderson (1987) and Swap (1993) have documented the importance of parent
involvement in increasing student motivation and achievement among all students. In a
related vein, Bermudez (1994) and Delgado-Gaitan (1993) discuss how increased
involvement of Latino parents in school improves their children's academic performance,
attitudes towards school, and ability to adjust to the school environment. In addition,
Keenan, Willet, & Solsken (1993) show how bringing parents to the classroom enriches
the curriculum, diminishes cultural discontinuities between home and schools, and
increases understanding of cultural diversity among children. All these studies strongly
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support the importance of increasing Latino parent involvement, and reiterate their role as
cultural mediators for their children’s adaptation to school and academic success.
In Nieto & Rolon (1997), a framework for curriculum development and school
change, known as "centering pedagogies" and based on the need to affirm Latino
students' construction of self and identity, is proposed. This framework contemplates the
school as a safe place where bicultural environments can be created for Latino students to
explore their bicultural self, and to help them understand their sociopolitical
positionalities in U.S. society. According to Nieto & Rolon (1997), centering pedagogies
stresses the exploration of Latino students’ history, culture, and life experiences, allowing
them to affirm who they are in U.S. society. Centering pedagogies also stresses the
acquisition of academic skills needed to be active and educated citizens, including
furthering the understanding of other cultures and respect for “otherness” as integral to be
successful in a diverse society. Some of the strategies to implement centering pedagogies
require changes at the school level, while others address classroom practices and, most
important, new expectations for the education and professional development of teachers
across the nation.
The effective schools literature identifies many factors that contribute to
improving the participation and academic achievement of Puerto Ricans and other Latino
students in schools. As the review shows, the common thread among these factors is the
incorporation of Latino students' culture and language into the school and the curriculum.
Although effective teaching strategies, classroom activities, and school change take many
forms and emphases throughout the literature, all of them place the strengths and needs of
Latino children at the center of any endeavor. It is my contention that in order to
36

understand the reasons for these successes, a more profound look at the role the
development of self and identity plays in the educational achievement and school life of
Puerto Ricans and other students of color is needed. The following review will shed light
on that process.

The Development of Self and Identity
The identity development literature considers the possible role that the
intersection of gender and other social categories of identification play in the lives of
women students, and it provides some insight into the meaning of that experience among
Puerto Rican female students.
In the field of critical educational theory, Giroux (1981), Freire (1973), and
Anyon (1981) look at social class as having a primary role in identity formation in the
learning process, and in schools. They see the schools as contributing to the reproduction
of a class system by providing students from different social classes with different
curricula. According to Anyon (1981), working class students are placed at a
disadvantage by teachers' methodologies, expectations, interactions and curricular content
that stress the development of cognitive and social skills that limit their opportunities for
achieving better educational and life opportunities.
Tatum (1992) and Ward (1990) study the intersection of gender and race in the
formation of identity among young women. Their studies reveal how race is a strong
category of self-identity affecting considerably the lives and educational experiences of
young African American women, especially in their psychological and emotional
dimensions. In Ward (1990), young women of color talk about their experiences when
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they were made "painfully aware" of their racial identity, and the "psychic energy"
required to endure it. Their stories reveal how strong those experiences of racial
identification are, and how embedded they are in their conscious minds. Ward (1990)
confirms that the level of self-consciousness among students of color makes their identity
development more complex than for mainstream White students.
Bernal & Knight (1993) explore ethnic identity formation among Latinos and
other ethnic people of color, and they explain how issues of language and culture add
psychological and social complexity to the process of identity development among them.
As Bernal, Knight, Ocampo, Garza, & Cota, (1993) explain, only ethnic minority
children undergo several types of acculturation and adaptation to the dominant culture.
This process requires a construction of a bicultural self for many of these children.
Phinney (1993) found that among such children, ethnicity plays a major role in the
formation of self and identity during adolescence, and she confirms Ward’s (1990)
findings about the added emotional and psychosocial energy these children spend in this
developmental process.
Rotheram-Borus (1993) explored biculturalism among adolescents, and her
findings showed how home language is used as a marker of ethnic identity affirmation
among them. This author also found that the level of ethnic identification among
adolescents was strongly influenced by the level of ethnic conflict or communality in
their communities and schools, highlighting the importance of the social context in
identity formation.
In the field of feminist theory, the construction of subjectivities among women of
color has been examined. Minh-ha (1989) explains how the category of race places
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women of color in a different social situation, and how their life experiences and
subjectivities are very much defined by it. According to her, women of color are not just
colored or women, but both. Their self-identity is not within one category, but rather
within a plurality of subjectivities.
In Minh-ha’s view, women of color face a situation where they are asked to
constantly shift from one mode of identification to the other, creating in the process
multiple subjectivities. She defines the subject as "infinite layers" that are constantly
playing in re/creating the self.
In Anzaldua (1987), Comas-Diaz (1989), and Torres (1991) identity construction
among Puerto Rican and other Latinas has been defined as a collision between different
cultures and frames of reference, that requires constant renegotiating of multiple,
sometimes opposing, knowledge. In this process, Latinas construct new identities as well
as knowledge that is consciously partial and contextual. Torres (1991) explains Latina
identity construction in the United States as fragmentary and contradictory because
Latinas claim an identity that, through cultural and gender socialization and
misinformation, they have been taught to despise. She states that frustration and anger
are some of the consequences of this process, confirming once more the additional
emotional and psychosocial burden among women of color in the United States.
In Safa (1988), Rodriguez-Cortes (1990), and Garcia (1992) identity construction
among Latinas has been defined as the creation of new ethnic identities where elements
of different cultures are weaved together. Furthermore, Jorge (1986) evaluated the
experiences of black Puerto Rican women in the United States, and concluded that for a
significant number of them, race, rather than ethnicity, was a stronger marker of identity.
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Consequently, they identified with African American culture, and they constructed their
identity as African American women.
The literature presents a myriad of possibilities in the construction of identity
among girls and women of color. The intersection of gender, race, and class constructs
different avenues that require further examination. Although the scope of the present
research is to look at the educational experiences of the participants, their definition of
self and identity is explored within the context of their experiences and perception about
discrimination to see its significance in their lives.

Students as Sources of Understanding in Ethnographic Research
This section explores the role of students as primary sources of understanding and
knowledge about schooling and education. It provides insights into the burgeoning field
of ethnographic research which places students at the center of the search for explanations
about life and learning in the schools.
In this area of research, Walsh (1991) emphasizes the importance of students as
experts of their lives and educational experiences, and she demonstrates how their
insiders' perspective offers ample information to transform curriculum and instruction.
She sees the role of the students as experts who know and can provide information to
develop classroom curriculum. She describes a four-month classroom video project with
Puerto Rican male students labeled "at risk" of dropping out of high school. Her study
shows how these students excelled in offering their expertise about their life experiences,
became reflective of their work and its relationship with their lives, and created a
curriculum that was shared with peers, parents, and school personnel. Walsh (1991)
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provides strong evidence supporting the role of students as sources of understanding and
creativity in the development of curriculum in the classroom.
Fine (1991) studied how urban public high schools structured exclusion of lowincome African American and Latino students through the words and minds of high
school students and dropouts. In so doing, she forwarded a complex view of the dropout
problem in urban schools, and she advanced a theory of silencing the most important
protagonists of high school education: the students, the teachers, and the parents. Fine
(1991) demonstrated how the use of participant observation and interviews with high
school students provide better understanding of the structural causes of pervasive
educational issues such as dropping out. Her in-depth analysis of what happens in one
urban school in New York City could only be achieved by her skillful use of interviews
with students, parents, and teachers as insiders whose perspectives provide information
that cannot be found in any written report or statistical tally of students who had dropped
out.
In a similar vein, Phelan, Davidson, & Cao (1993) focused their research interest
on high school students’ ability to mediate meaning and experience in order to understand
their adaptation to the different social contexts in which they live, and how those
transitions fostered or hindered their learning in school. Fifty-four students provided
information about their lives in school, home, and among peers that generated a typology
to identify adaptation strategies used by students in different social contexts, and pointed
to possible actions to be taken in school and in the classroom to help students like them to
be successful in that endeavor. In Phelan, Davidson, & Cao (1992), the authors used
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students’ knowledge to study school, and they conclude that students’ thoughts about
their experiences reaffirmed previous research and theories about learning (Nieto, 1994).
Nieto (1996) showed how secondary school students can provide relevant
information about the elements contributing to their academic success. Her case studies
demonstrate how articulate and reflective students are about their experiences, and she
points to constructive ways their knowledge can be used to improve curriculum and
school change. In Nieto (1994), the author further explored the stories of ten
academically successful students to enlighten schools about how to create conditions for
all students to learn. In this study, Nieto drew from students’ thoughts about school
policies and practices, as well as the effect of discrimination practices on their education.
She calls this approach “lessons from students”, and explains how effective it is in
studying school change.
In SooHoo (1993), middle school students became partners in research and
informants about needed changes in school reform. SooHoo’s action research allowed
pre-adolescent children to become involved in finding solutions to school problems,
demonstrating new possibilities for educational inquiry. In addition, Zanger (1993)
showed how abstract educational issues, such as cultural marginalization of the students,
can be effectively understood through the eyes and thoughts of high school students. In
her research, twenty academically successful Latino students were asked to reflect upon
their school experiences and to suggest changes to improve intergroup relations at school.
Their suggestions to change school included: to increase Latino professional staff; to
integrate Latino culture into the curriculum; to increase intergroup relations by using
cooperative learning structures and designing more extracurricular activities. This study
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showed not only the appropriateness of asking students for suggestions, but also
demonstrated that, students can support findings from other research or contribute new
ideas to the field of educational reform.
Abi-Nader (1990) demonstrated the importance of students in providing an insider
point of view when studying school programs. In her study, three students became key
informants, and provided her with the information she needed to assess the success of a
college preparatory program in a high school. According to Abi-Nader, it was students’
information that alerted her to focus her observations on the central role played by the
teacher in the success of the program under investigation. In Abi-Nader (1990), students’
ideas were effectively used to define the focus of the investigation, and their thoughts
guided the researcher in finding and naming the elements of success in motivating Latino
high school students to get into college.
Hudson-Ross, Cleary, & Casey (1993) reconstructed words spoken by children
from kindergarten to eighth grade in profiles, as they talked about definitions of literacy
and their attitudes toward their writing and reading experiences. The profiles shed light
on how literacy fits into the lives of the participants, and they reveal important
information about how teachers and other adults impact children’s literacy process.
Some of the recurrent themes among the profiles include: 1-) how children see the
classroom not as a place to learn but as a place to do what the teacher tells them to do
(Hudson-Ross, Cleary, & Casey, 1993); 2-) how school activities provide little
motivation for many students to learn; 3-) how students negotiate several worlds, and 4-)
how through reading and writing students explore who they are. As other studies
surveyed in this section, Hudson-Ross, Cleary, & Casey (1993) illustrate students’
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knowledge and understanding of their own experiences, and shows their insiders’
perspective as a meaningful path to grasp the complexities of going to school in the
United States.

Summary
The socioeconomic context and educational profile of a significant number of
Puerto Rican female and other Latino students in the United States can be defined as
distressing. Latinos are the second largest ethnic group in the nation; they are
predominantly urban dwellers; have one of the highest poverty and unemployment rates,
and when employed are found in low-paying jobs. In school, Latinos are more likely to
be found in the least challenging classrooms, experiencing schooling in ways that make
dropping out the most urgent and persistent condition in their educational lives. These
experiences are constructed within the boundaries of social relations where their class,
gender, race, ethnicity, and English proficiency seem to impose significant limitations on
their academic achievement.
Puerto Rican and other Latino students have been described as one of the most
undereducated ethnic groups in U.S. society. Yet, a growing number of schools and
teachers are finding ways to change this educational portrait. Effective schools and
teachers place the strengths and needs of Latino students at the center of curricular and
school reform, and the results are improved academic achievement for this growing
segment of the school population. This success can be partly understood by examining
the role that the development of self and identity play in the educational achievement and
school life of Puerto Rican female and other students of color. Race, ethnicity, and
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gender have been found to be strong categories of identification, considerably affecting
the lives and educational experiences of young women of color, especially in their
psychological and emotional dimensions. When the school environment supports and
affirms students’ identities, they feel more welcome and seem to adapt and perform better
in their school work. Finally, the role of students as primary sources of understanding
and knowledge about schooling and education was considered in order to grasp the
importance of students as experts. Their insiders' perspective has been found to offer
ample information to transform curriculum and instruction. The review of literature has
defined the context of the participants' lives, and it has provided theoretical as well as
research avenues to explore and question.

45

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
In this chapter I will explain the rationale behind the selection of in-depth
phenomenological interviewing as the most appropriate research methodology to explore
the educational lives of Puerto Rican female students in the United States. I will also
describe the research methodology including the interview questions, the process of site
and participant selection, and the actual collection and analysis of data using in-depth
phenomenological interviewing techniques. In so doing, I will describe the steps
undertaken to bring this study to fruition.

Imdepth Phenomenological Interviewing
Two approaches have permeated most of the educational research practices during
the twentieth century in the United States (Sherman, & Webb, 1988). These two
approaches, known as quantitative and qualitative, have defined a significant number of
research methodologies and designs from which to choose. In this section, I will consider
what these approaches have to offer to my research inquiry.
On the one hand, there is the quantitative approach, which emphasizes objective
knowledge (Campbell, 1988). As a positivist epistemological paradigm, this approach
emphasizes the use of the scientific method to study educational problems, and reflects
the understanding that by the careful selection, control and observation of different
variables of the phenomena under study, it is possible to find a certain relation between
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those variables and the specific laws governing such a relationship. Experimental, quasiexperimental, and statistical analysis are some of the methods of inquiry and research
designs available from this approach.
Although this approach has been very effective in describing educational
problems, it has not been as effective in finding the laws that govern the variables under
their study. The reason for this lack of effectiveness may be found in the fact that those
variables are human beings, or their behaviors and thoughts, that can be neither selected
nor controlled by researchers. Perhaps, another reason may be that what can actually be
observed is only a small fraction of a larger picture that can only be seen from within.
On the other hand, we have the qualitative approach, which stresses subjective
knowledge. This approach to research has drawn from different epistemological
paradigms, including among others phenomenology and hermeneutics, and it reflects an
understanding that the study of humans is more complex than the study of physical
objects or animals, since their thoughts and behaviors are shaped as much by themselves
as individuals as by their sociocultural context. Not only are they partly shaped by their
context, but as human subjects they also mediate their understanding and perceptions of
both the world and themselves through their language (Edson, 1988; Campbell, 1988).
In-depth interviewing, historical inquiry, biography, and participant observation are
among the methods of inquiry and research designs available from this approach.
Although these two paradigms can be seen as contradictory, they have been
successfully used as complementary approaches in the field of education. In this way,
quantitative research is most often used to identify and describe the problem, while the
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qualitative research focuses on the understanding of the problem within its individual and
sociocultural contexts.
Taking into consideration the myriad of research possibilities in the field of
education, in-depth phenomenological interviewing was chosen for this study for two
reasons. The first reason to choose this approach was because the emphasis of my
inquiry was one of exploration, documentation, and understanding of the experiences
from the participants’ point of view. I wanted to know how Puerto Rican female students
viewed and understood their educational experiences in U.S. secondary schools. It was
my intention to let them narrate their experiences, describing what is it to be who they
are, and then inquire about the issues, concerns, and possible solutions to improve the
learning conditions for students like them. By selecting this methodology, I agreed with
Seidman (1991) and Bertaux (1981) that the inquiry of my study was about subjects who
not only can tell their stories, but can reflect about them as social processes as well. I
also agree with Thompson (1981) in that in-depth phenomenological interviewing is a
research approach that emphasizes the connection between individual lives and social
change. By the end of this research project, I realized that the ten young women who
participated in the study not only reached all my research expectations, but they far
exceeded them by addressing issues sometimes neglected in the discussion of school
reform, and by naming recommendations mostly within the reach of most school systems.
Another reason for selecting in-depth phenomenological interviewing was the fact
that gender was part of the identity of the participants. As with women’s oral history, this
methodology allows us to learn not only their histories and experiences but also the
significance of personal relationships in women's narratives (Armitage, 1983). According
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to Miller (1976), Gilligan (1982), and Margarida (1989), women in U.S. society
experience personal relationships not as mere interactions with other people but rather as
definitions of who they are. The structure of in-depth phenomenological interviews
places personal relationships at the center of our inquiry. In so doing, it granted me the
opportunity to grasp the significance of those experiences in participants' lives and selfdefinitions. As we will see latter, some of the findings in this study could only be
reached by exploring the significance of participants’ relationships with some influential
people in their lives.

Research Questions
Two sets of research questions served as guiding principles in the acquisition and
analysis of the data. The first set of questions looked at common experiences and factors
affecting participants’ educational lives and achievements. The two general questions
were:
1. What are the participants' personal experiences as Puerto Rican young women
growing up and going to school in the United States?
2. Are there common experiences and factors affecting their lives and academic
achievements?
These questions were integrated into the three interviews. I was particularly
interested in documenting the most significant elements contributing to participants’
educational success. I inquired about particular people in their lives, including relatives,
school personnel, and peers. I also asked about preferred teaching methodologies,
classroom activities, textbooks, and events they felt contributed to their academic success,
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in either a positive or negative way. During the second interview, I was walked through
each participant’s school day. I wanted to know how it feels to be in school in the
nineties, how they feel about themselves and their future, and what or whom is helping
them to succeed.
The second set of questions looked into problems they faced in school as young
Puerto Rican women. The two general questions were:
3. Do participants share common problems as students in the United States?
4. Are there common themes across interviews when discussing those problems
and their possible solutions?
I was particularly interested in documenting those factors that consciously
affected participants in their school life. I carefully listened to experiences that they
described as difficult or overwhelming during their years in school. I further inquired
about those that seem to have left a scar in either their academic progress, their self¬
perception, or the self-perception of their peers. I wanted to know the meaning of those
experiences, how they dealt with the emotions felt during those situations, and whom or
what helped them get through them.

Site Selection
The decision to select participants from the state of Massachusetts was based on
the fact that the socioeconomic indicators for Latinos in the state tend to reflect the
heterogeneity of the larger Latino population in the United States. Let me explain.
According to Frau-Ramos & Nieto (1993), the Massachusetts Institute for Social and
Economic Research estimates that during the 1980’s the number of Latinos living in
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Massachusetts grew 103.9%, thus becoming the largest minority group in the state. The
Mauricio Gaston Institute (1994) profiles the Latino population in Massachusetts as one
with a 1989 poverty rate of 36.7%, compared to 7.0% for whites and 23.0% for blacks,
the highest for any racial or ethnic group. Their unemployment rate was 15.1% for 1990,
also the highest when compared to 6.2% for whites and 12.7% for blacks (Mauricio
Gaston Institute, 1994). In addition, the 1989 per capita income among Latinos was
$7,833, the lowest for any racial or ethnic group (Mauricio Gaston Institute, 1994).
In spite of these figures, statistics show that the household income and educational
attaintment among Latinos in Massachusetts varies considerably, with 19.7% of them
found in the $5,000 to $9,999 income bracket, 13.7% of them in the $35,000 to $49,999
bracket, and 9.5% of them in the $50,000 to $74,999 bracket (Mauricio Gaston Institute,
1994). Although a staggering percentage of 48% of Latinos had not received a high
school diploma, 22% are high school graduates, and 7.7% have a bachelor’s degree.
These figures demonstrate the socioeconomic diversity of the Latino population in
Massachusetts, and helped me to choose Massachusetts as the site for this study.

Participant Selection
The participants in this study are all young women who identified themselves as
Puerto Rican students currently enrolled in a secondary school in Massachusetts. The
decision to interview students at the secondary level will be further explained in this
section. There were two primary reasons to choose students at the secondary level. First
of all, I hoped to explore in a comprehensive way the educational experiences of female
Puerto Rican students in the United States. I expected that participants' narratives about
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their lives and educational experiences up to secondary school would enhance the
exploration of that experience as a whole. In that way, I envisioned that the study would
reflect upon the different elements that affect participants' lives and educational
experiences both in general and at specific phases during their school life. Of particular
interest were issues relevant to students in secondary schools such as students'
expectations of the future, planning, and counseling which I considered of cardinal
importance for a productive life and successful future in this society. These issues were
of concern to me since studies have consistently shown how Puerto Rican female students
come from families with one of the worst rates of unemployment, labor force
participation, and poverty in the United States. According to the U.S. Bureau of the
Census, Puerto Ricans have one of the highest poverty and unemployment rates. They
are concentrated in low-paying jobs, and they continue to enter the labor market with
fewer skills than those needed to achieve higher standards of living in comparison with
other groups in the nation (Morales & Bonilla, 1993).
The second, and most important reason to select participants at the secondary
level was that the peak year for dropping out of school among Puerto Rican female
students seems to be tenth grade (Vazquez-Nuttal & Romero-Garcia, 1989). Selecting
the participants from secondary schools allowed this study to explore recent elements and
events that contributed to their success of staying in school as well as the frustrations,
feelings, and thoughts that have been shaping this phase of their educational lives. The
close proximity of those experiences and events at the time of the interviews allowed for
a more detailed narration and reflection of this important and urgent educational issue
among Puerto Rican students.
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This is not to say that these issues were the focus of the interviews. The openV

ended and phenomenological structure of this study did not allow for such thematic
control. Yet, these were important educational issues that did shape my concerns as a
researcher, and played a role in the interview process.
The actual process of finding the participants was as followed. A group of
parents, teachers, and staff from community-based agencies at four different towns in
Massachusetts was contacted, and these became the primary source of possible
participants for the study. I explained to them the research project, and I asked them to
identify possible participants. I gathered a list of twenty-one names of young Puerto
Rican women and their phone numbers. The students were contacted by phone, and the
name of the person who provided their names, and an explanation of the study was given
to them. They were asked if they self-identify as Puerto Rican female students and, if so,
an initial invitation to participate in the study was suggested. Ten of them agreed to
participate in the interviews.
The parents of these young women were contacted by phone, and provided with
needed information about the study. After parental consent was acquired, a formal letter
explaining the study and an informed written consent was sent to them to be signed by
participants and parents. These forms were available in both English and Spanish, and
they were sent to each family in their language of preference (See Appendix A and B). In
those instances where the participant’s language of preference was different from that of
her legal guardian, forms were sent in both languages.
The director of a community-based organization that provides services to youth
invited me to talk and introduce my project to a group of young women, and three of
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them agreed to take the information with them and think about it. Two of them latter
agreed to participate in the interviews for a total of twelve initial participants. The same
protocol was followed with these young women and their legal guardians.
Once signed consent forms were received, participants were contacted to
coordinate the interviews. Interviews were conducted at sites mutually agreed on by
participant and researcher. Some of them occurred at the researcher’s office, the
participants’ homes, or at a youth community-based organization.
During the first interview each participant was asked to select a pseudonym to
protect, as much as possible, their anonymity. Eleven participants selected their own
pseudonym. They were also advised of the public nature of the interviews as suggested
by Armitage (1983). In this way, the students had the opportunity to consider the
challenge of being actively responsible for what they say during the interviews. By the
end of the first interview, two of the participants decided not to continue, and as specified
by the written consent agreement, withdrew from the project. The audiotapes of these
two interviews were destroyed.
The ten young women who remained involved in the study came from two towns
in Massachusetts. As described in the introduction, one of the sites is a mid-size college
town, known here as Appletown, a pseudonym. The other site is a small city, known here
as Hopeville City. A brief biographical description of each participant can be found in
Chapter 4.
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Participants’ Rights to Protection
The written consent form that participants and their parents signed explains their
rights to protection (See Appendix A). It details how in all written materials and oral
presentations in which materials from participants’ interviews might be used, neither their
names, the names of people close to them or mentioned during the interviews, nor any
other information that might identify them would be used. It outlines how participants
could withdraw from the interview process at any time before the interviews were
completed, and how they could withdraw their consent to have specific excerpts used, if
they notified me in writing at the end of the interview series. Also, participants were
informed of their right to read the profile and discuss any concerns in terms of
misrepresentation of the content of the quotations, but that they have no right to edit the
data analysis, or the conclusions.
Accordingly, their legal guardians were advised that they would not have access
to the interview materials in any form, except in their public ones, to secure participants’
confidentiality and identity as much as it can be under the circumstances of the research
design. They were also informed of their right to withdraw their daughters from the
interview process at any time before the interviews were completed.
However, the nature of the research design always allows for the possibility of
identification of participants by some knowledgeable reader. As much as it was possible,
I also changed legal guardians’ attributes that might help identify their daughters such as
their professions and place of employment.
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Structure and Content of the Interviews
The structure and content of the interviews were as follows. Each participant was
interviewed three times for approximately seventy-five minutes each time. For most of
the participants, there was an interval of one week between interviews. All interviews
were tape-recorded. The first interview concentrated on the participants’ experiences
since kindergarten to establish the context of their experiences (Seidman, 1991).
Participants talked about their family background, neighborhood, memories of their
teachers, school personnel, friends, the role of their parents in their education, their
participation in English as a Second Language (ESL) and Transitional Bilingual
Education (TBE) programs, and the effects of moving from one school to another. They
described their educational experiences, especially people and events who positively or
negatively influenced their academic achievement or made them aware of their gender or
ethnicity. What they would have changed during those years was also explored in this
first interview.
In the second interview, the participants offered a detailed account of a school
day, reconstructing their experience in and around school. Participants further described
their family and neighborhood. They also talked about their classes, their grouping
levels, textbooks, their peers, homework, and extra-curricular activities. More
specifically, I asked them to describe their relationship with their teachers, counselors,
parents, and friends, and the role of these individuals in supporting their educational
aspirations. They walked me trough their school day, and they narrated events that they
considered significant in their education.
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In the third interview, the participants were asked to reflect on the meaning of
their experiences as Puerto Rican female students. Questions inquired about their
definition of themselves, expectations for the future, and other issues related to gender,
ethnicity, and language proficiency. I also asked further questions about problems they
faced in schools, and recommendations they could give to improve the learning
conditions for students like them. Chapters 5 and 6 discuss participants’ experiences and
insights about their educational lives. Chapter 7 addresses their recommendations to
improve the learning conditions for students like them.

Data Analysis
After the interviews were transcribed verbatim, the transcriptions were analyzed
in the following steps. First of all, passages that represented important information were
marked, and preliminary labeling for thematic connections was created as suggested by
Seidman (1991). This was the first step in analyzing the data, and in reducing the
material gathered in the interviews.
Second, I read the marked passages and further labeled them, defining possible
themes in the texts. I was surprised by, and carefully annotated, common words and
phrases used by different participants to define their experiences. For example, several
participants defined their best teachers as second mothers, their school as second home,
and their mothers as the reason to stay in school. Excerpts were filed and re-read.
Preliminary themes were codified and tabulated for comparison across interviews. In this
way, the search for more definitive patterns and theme connections among the data was
achieved. I looked carefully to find common elements in the lives of the participants that
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made a difference in their education, as well as common thoughts about educational
issues affecting their lives and the lives of other adolescents they knew and cared about.
At this time, I examined and grouped those themes that best seemed to answer the
two sets of research questions guiding this study. This decision was based on two
criteria: commonality of the themes across all interviews, and their importance in
defining participants’ educational experiences. This was the third step in analyzing the
data, and probably the most significant one as I selected those themes that will be
presented as findings of this dissertation. It is important to point out, that there was a
significant amount of data related to participants’ ethnic identity development that is not
included in this dissertation. I believe it will be better explore as a separate topic in a
latter essay, where I can further discuss identity theories, and how my findings are to be
inserted into the lengthy debate of Puerto Rican identity.
As a final step, all excerpts from each interview, corresponding to each of the
seven themes selected for analysis, were gathered together to form a single narrative. To
make the single narrative readable I made the following changes in the excerpts.
Whenever possible, I tried to present the material in the order in which it appeared in the
interviews, but I sometimes edited it for consistency. I changed verb tenses and placed
them in brackets to make the passage hang together. I also used brackets to identify when
a lowercase has been capitalized or vice versa, and to identify when language not in the
interview itself has been inserted. I married together different sentences to avoid
repetition by placing three periods between the sentences. Three periods prior to
sentences were used to identify where either sentences, paragraphs, or pages have been
skipped. I have deleted what Seidman (1991) calls “certain characteristics of oral
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speech” that are not used in writing such as “so”, “you know”, and “like”. Finally, I
altered the names of all parents, teachers, friends, and siblings mentioned in the
interviews, as well as parents’ occupations to protect, as much as possible, participants’
anonymity.

Researcher's Interests. Bias, and Responsibility
As with any human endeavor, the researcher’s interests and biases were integral
parts of doing this research study. Although much has been said about the possibility to
use certain methodologies to achieve an objective -value-free- knowledge about
individuals and society in research, the reality of such practice has demonstrated the
limitations of that proposition (Gould, 1981). It is, therefore, necessary to name, at least,
the most influential interests and biases that were most likely present during the
implementation of this study.
As a doctoral student in education, with a background in the social sciences, I
have been interested in exploring how social categories of identification partly define the
educational experiences of students from underrepresented social groups. This interest
could have influenced the way I looked at participants' narratives, and probably directed
the selection of themes to be explored. In addition, the fact that I am a Puerto Rican
woman, with working experiences in the provision of human services among the Puerto
Rican communities in the Northeast of the United States, could have influenced the way I
identified and interacted with the participants of the study, including the posing of verbal
and nonverbal questions during the interviews. It definitely defined my interest in
pursuing this study. Also, the fact that I see education as lived experiences and social
59

processes that can be changed, could have influenced the way I looked for answers to
transform education into a more rewarding experience for students, suggesting actions
that seem to work toward that goal.
Finally, as a researcher I felt responsible to inform some participants of my
preliminary findings about college. After the tape recorder stopped, I talked to Natalia
about the choices she had as a good student, and how her decision will affect her life. I
strongly encouraged her to apply to a small private women’s college and to State
University. I even met with her in one of those institutions and, at her request, wrote a
letter of recommendation for a full scholarship in City Community College (CCC). Her
final decision was to go to CCC, but she ensured me she would transfer after two years to
finish her bachelor’s degree.
In the case of Juana, my last conversation with her was mostly about her feelings
about school. I strongly encouraged her to do her best, and to participate in the pre¬
college after school program in her high school. But I believe that what might be most
significant was my own educational experiences. She was the only participant who asked
me about them, and I used that opportunity to shared with her my experiences. I
emphasized to her, how decisions I made at a certain point in my life latter became
obstacles to overcome in order to achieve my educational goals. I also told her how good
does it feel to finally achieve those goals.
Maria was the last participant I interviewed. Unfortunately, I did not spend much
time talking with her about college, but mostly about her grandmother’s health. Maria
was highly motivated in school, and as an eight grader the deterioration of her
grandmother’s health was, I believe, of more urgency in her life than information about
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college. Actually, I interviewed her in May, and a month later she and her family went
back to Puerto Rico. Her grandmother wanted to spend her last days on the Island. I may
owe her the information about college, but I do not regret taking the time to talk with her
about her grandmother for I still feel that it was more important for her at that time.

Summary
In this chapter, a closer look into the rationale and research methodology of this
study was undertaken. Two reasons were outlined to justify the selection of in-depth
phenomenological interviews as the best method to answer the questions guiding this
study. First of all, the emphasis of the inquiry was one of exploration, documentation,
and understanding of the experiences from the participants’ point of view, and this is
precisely what in-depth phenomenological interviews are designed to do. Second,
previous studies revealed the centrality of relationships in women’s lives. This
methodology allows the researcher to explore the significance of personal relationships in
participants’ narratives, thus making it an excellent vehicle of investigation for the study.
The discussion of the methodology itself focused on an explanation of the two
sets of research questions, how they guided the study, the rationale and process of site
and participant selection, as well as the actual collection and analysis of the data. Finally,
how excerpts were crafted to create single narratives about the themes under
consideration was reviewed.

61

CHAPTER 4
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE PARTICIPANTS

Introduction
This chapter presents brief descriptions of the participants to acquaint the reader
with their biographical background. This information has been crafted with the objective
of providing a point of reference about the participants when reading their narratives in
the chapters that follow. The information in each description includes at least the
following: participant’s age and grade; place of birth; time living in the United States;
nuclear family members and their occupation, and a distinctive quality that particularly
defines her contribution to this study. All the names used in this study are pseudonyms
selected by either the participants themselves or the researcher. The descriptions are
ordered alphabetically by first name.

Aida Arroyo
Aida Arroyo is a sixteen year old junior at Dearborn Vocational School in
Hopeville City. She was bom and raised until the age of eight in Puerto Rico. Her
family moved to the United States because her younger sister needed special medical
treatment. Aida lives with her parents, her seventeen year old brother, and her eleven
year old sister in a rented apartment in “the south”. Her mother works as a social worker
in a human service agency, is in college getting her bachelor’s degree in social work, and
is the co-director of a multicultural folkloric dance group that has performed all over New
England and Puerto Rico. Her father receives disability benefits. Aida is a cheerful and
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charismatic young woman who is studying cosmetology but hopes to go to City
Community College and study something else. She answered her interviews in Spanish,
and her narrative best reflects the added psycho-emotional energy that it takes to be a
Spanish-dominant student in U.S. schools (Phinney, 1993). It is not a surprise that she
answered the interviews in Spanish since, as Rotheram-Borus (1993) explains, students
like Aida use home language as a marker of ethnic identity affirmation.

Alma Soto
Alma Soto is a fifteen year old freshman in Appletown High School. Her father is
a lawyer, and her mother is studying toward an advanced degree in nursing. She was
bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of three. Her family moved to New Jersey,
where they lived until two years ago, and they now live in a wealthy neighborhood in
Appletown. Alma is the oldest of three children. Her sister is twelve years old and in
seventh grade, and her brother is eight years old and in second grade. According to
Alma, her siblings had an easier transition when they moved to Massachusetts because
they were younger. For Alma, the older you are the harder it is to find new friends. She
takes private art lessons, and she has shown extraordinary artistic talents. Alma is the
only participant whose home language is English. Yet, like the rest of the participants,
her narrative reveals how important aspects of the Puerto Rican culture are lived and
cherish in the United States. She best represents what Nieto (1996) and Garcia (1992)
respectively define as “creators of a new culture” and of “a new definition of ethnic
identity”, where elements of different cultures are weaved together.
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Amparo Rivera
Amparo Rivera is a sixteen year old junior in Appletown High School. She was
bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of five. She is the youngest of three children.
She lives with her mother and her twenty year old sister, who attend a small private
college, in a rented apartment. Her brother is an art teacher in Puerto Rico. Her parents
moved to the United States to attend graduate school, and they later separated. Her father
lives in Hopeville City, and teaches in the schools. Her mother is also a school teacher in
the city. Amparo is an honor student who feels “different” from her white peers in the
advanced level courses she is taking in school. She is longing to go back to Puerto Rico
where her relatives live and everybody knows her, and where she does not have to prove
herself “because everybody else is just like me.”

Denise Figueroa
Denise Figueroa is a fourteen year old freshman at Appletown High School. She
was bom and raised until the age of three in the United States, moved to Puerto Rico until
she was seven, and then returned to the United States. She lives with her parents and
younger sister in a middle class neighborhood. Her father is a college administrator and
her mother is a psychologist in the schools. Her sister is in fifth grade. Denise is an
articulate young woman with a strong awareness of her biculturalism. For her, being
bicultural means to “flip flop between those two cultures.” Her narrative best expresses
the dualism of home and school cultures, and reveal the struggles of demonstrating, to
both “Americans” and Puerto Rican peers, that being Puerto Rican does not mean that
one has to fit a stereotypical description of that ethnic group.
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Jennifer Calderon
Jennifer Calderon is a seventeen year old senior at City High School. She is the
third of four children, and she lives with her parents and younger brother in a rented
apartment in Hopeville City. She was bom and raised until the age of ten in Puerto Rico,
when her family moved to a small town on the eastern shore of Massachusetts.
According to Jennifer, they moved to Hopeville City shortly afterward because of the
bilingual program in the school system. Her father was a refrigerator technician but he
had an accident and is now receiving SSI. Her mother is a secretary in a Clinic where
Jennifer also works part-time. Her older brother lives in Puerto Rico, and is studying at
the University of Puerto Rico. Her older sister married before finishing school, had two
kids, and received welfare benefits for about four years. Jennifer said proudly that her
sister went back to school, received an associate degree at City Community College, and
now works as a secretary. Jennifer is a talented young woman who is very proud of her
academic accomplishments. She won the Junior High School Honor Society Award and
was admitted, through the early admission program, to a small private college close to
home.

Juana Alvarado
Juana Alvarado is a fourteen years old freshman student at City High School in
Hopeville City. She was bom and has lived all her life in Hopeville City. She is the
youngest of three children, and the only sibling living with her parents. They live in a
rented apartment in “the South”. Her father is a security guard in a hospital, and her
mother is a library aide. Her brother is nineteen years old, married, and has two children.
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He was a machinist in a factory, and recently he was been laid off, and is collecting
unemployment benefits while looking for another job. Juana’s sister is eighteen years
old, she graduated from high school a year before the interviews, and is living in New
York City with some relatives working as a cashier in a convenience store. Of all the
participants interviewed in Hopeville City, Juana best expresses well how prejudice is
experienced in this city.

Lisette Sanchez
Lisette Sanchez is a seventeen year old senior student at Appletown High School.
She was bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of seven. Her family first moved to
Connecticut and lived in a medium size city for about six years. She lives in a rented
apartment with her mother, her eighteen year old brother, and her two younger sisters
who are twelve and thirteen year old. According to Lisette, her older brother is still in
high school for one semester because the school counselors failed to inform him that he
needed two more credits in English to graduate last year. Her mother is a case worker in
the state department of education, and has been admitted to the State University where
she plans to finish her bachelor’s degree. Her father divorced her mother while they lived
in Connecticut, and he is seldom mentioned in the interviews. Lisette is an eloquent
young woman, and very reflective of everything she says. In her interviews, she best
articulates the importance of Latina teachers as role models and mentors for young Puerto
Rican female students like herself in a mostly White suburban school. She talks about
Mrs. Colon, a Latina teacher in Appletown High School, and how: “It’s so comforting to
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be in a class where the teacher is in the same level that you are, in the way that Spanish is
her first language.”

Lulu Cruz
Lulu Cruz is a sixteen year old sophomore at Dearborn Vocational School in
Hopeville City. She was bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of seven, and she is
the second of four children. She lives in a rented house in a quiet working class
neighborhood, away from what she calls “the South”, where the Puerto Rican low income
community lives. She lives with her mother, a nurse’s aide, and her two younger
brothers, who are twelve and fourteen years old. They are in seventh and ninth grade
respectively. Her older sister is eighteen years old, married, has a daughter, and lives in
Hopeville City. She’s enrolled in a community college, and is transferring to a state
university to continue her studies in criminal sociology. Lulu is a good basketball player,
and in the summer she enjoys playing with her brothers. She is the co-captain of the
junior varsity basketball team, and she plays other sports, including soccer and volley
ball. She is also a peer leader educator in a local youth organization that plans
information parties for adolescents to talk about AIDS, HIV, safe sex, and other issues of
concern of that age group.

Maria Hernandez
Maria Hernandez is a thirteen year old eighth grader at Appletown Junior High
School. She is an only child, bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of eleven. She
lives with her mother and paternal grandmother in a rented apartment in Appletown.
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They receive public assistance, and they moved to the United States when her
grandmother was diagnosed with a brain tumor. This is not surprising since better health
care services continue to be one of the most common stated reasons for Puerto Rican lowincome families to move to the United States. Her parents divorced when she was four
year old but, as is quite common in Puerto Rico, her grandmother stayed closely involved
in helping raise her granddaughter while her mother worked full time. Her father, who
married again and was already living in Massachusetts when they moved, is very
involved in Maria’s life, including helping her with homework. Maria is the youngest
participant in the study, as well as the most recent arrival from Puerto Rico. She
answered the interviews in Spanish, and her narrative is colored with both the
straightforwardness of a puerile voice and the wisdom of Puerto Rican popular saying.

Natalia Quinones
Natalia Quinones is a seventeen year old senior student at City High School in
Hopeville City. She was bom in Florida, and lived there for about two years. She moved
to Houston Texas, and lived there for eight years before coming to Hopeville City seven
years ago. She is the oldest of four children, and the only daughter in her family. She
lives in a rented apartment in “the South,” the heart of the low-income Puerto Rican
community defined by Natalia as “our territory”, “where everybody is Hispanic.” She
lives with her mother, a library aide, her father, a truck driver, and three brothers who are
fifteen, thirteen and twelve years old. They are all in school, but her older brother goes to
an alternative school. Natalia goes to one of the many Latino Pentecostal churches in the
city, and her perspectives about life and education are permeated by her strong religious
68

beliefs. At the time of the interviews, she was in the process of applying to college. She
is the first member of her family to graduate from high school, and her parents are
especially proud of her for she will be the first one in their home to have a college degree.

69

CHAPTER 5
ELEMENTS OF SUCCESS

Introduction
Two sets of research questions have served as guiding principles during this
study. The first set of questions is: What are participants' personal experiences as Puerto
Rican young women growing up and going to school, and are there common experiences
and/or factors affecting their lives and academic achievements? The second set of
questions is: Do they share common problems as students in the U.S.? Are there
common themes concerning those problems, and are there possible solutions? In this
chapter, the answer to the first set of questions will be presented. The answer to the
second set of questions will be discussed in Chapter 6. An analysis of these themes and
their implications for improving the learning conditions for Puerto Rican female students
will be addressed in Chapter 7.
The interviews reveal three themes that define the educational experiences of the
Puerto Rican female students in the United States in this study, and they have been found
to be the most significant elements in their educational success. First of all, parents,
particularly mothers, are found to be the driving force for encouragement and
achievement throughout the students’ educational lives. Second, effective teachers who
have made a real difference in the young women’s learning experience because they
respect and affirm in concrete ways the students’ cultural and linguistic diversity. The
participants refer to these teachers as a “second mother”. Finally, all participants defined
college education as their foremost educational goal. These themes represent a common
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thread among all the narratives, and they will be discussed in this chapter in the order of
significance they seem to play in the interviews.
The chapter is structured in three parts. Each part will discuss one of the findings,
presenting excerpts from the interviews that best address the issue under consideration.
The first part will explore the role of parents in their daughters’ education. The second
part will look at effective teachers, and why are they perceived as making a difference in
the education of these young women. The final part will discuss participants’ aspiration
of a college education, and how their understanding of college entrance requirements are
mostly correlated with their parents’ level of education. As explained in Chapter 3, the
implications of all the findings will be addressed in Chapter 7.

“My Mother Has Been There Through the Good Times and Bad Times.”: Parental
Involvement and the Role of the Mother as a Source of Strength and Encouragement to

Get a Good Education
All the participants in this study talked about the role of parents in their
educational lives. For most of the participants, their parents represent the most influential
persons in their education and the reason to stay in school. Throughout the interviews,
Puerto Rican parents are seen as continuously stressing the importance of a good
education to their daughters, teaching them the value of responsibility with their school
work, and constructing what Hidalgo (1993) calls a framework of high expectations for
academic achievement. In all these families, daughters are expected to finish high school
and, for some of them, it is clear that college is the guiding principle of what they do in
school.
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In the following passages participants describe the role of their parents in their
education. Natalia describes her parents’ educational background, and their dream for her
to finish high school and go to college. For Natalia, what seems more important is that
her parents taught her responsibility, the most indispensable value to succeed in school:
My parents are both Puerto Ricans. ...My father doesn't have an
education. He dropped out of school in sixth grade. ...He was raised in New
York, and mainly on the streets so he doesn't have like a really good educational
background. ...He's a truck driver.
...My mother, ...she was bom and raised in Puerto Rico. ...She barely
graduated from high school. ...[S]he's a library aide.
...They’ve always had this little goal made out for me to complete high
school, complete K through 12, and go off to college. That's their little dream. I
think that's excellent! ...My father will always [tell me] his story, "Look, ...I got
out of school early, and it messed up my life. ...I never did good, and I would love
for you to go to college, and I would love for you to have a good education.
That's why I want you to stay in school." ...I think they have this confidence in
me. ...They’re always there for me. ...They taught me how to be responsible.
...They support me.
Alma portrays her parents as concerned about what she needs to better prepare
herself for college. They are seen throughout her narratives as taking an active role in
their daughter’s education, providing support, meeting with teachers, and finding tutors to
help her succeed in school:
My mother and father, they both went to college and my dad went to law
school. My mom is in school right now getting an advanced degree in nursing.
...I think they [play] a big role [in my education]. They look at my report
card and ask me how I’m doing in [my] classes. If I’m not getting along with a
teacher, they go and tell her. ...They help me a lot. When I needed a tutor they got
me one. ...They encourage me to learn in school, and tell me that what I learn now
helps me in the future. ...They basically ask me what I’m doing in classes. I m
getting closer to college so they want me to get good grades. ...I m taking
advanced science because my parents told me to be in it ...because they feel that in
college it’s better to have on your record that you were in advanced classes.
...My dad helps me on my homework but I think [my mom] is helping
more than him because he’s usually not at home after school. ...She asks me how
I’m doing in school and encourages me. ...She tells me what to do in school.
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Like Natalia, Amparo talks about the role of her parents, especially her mother, in
teaching her responsibility. Like Alma’s parents, they go to school when she has
problems, and they have made Amparo well aware of the fact that she needs a college
education:
In Puerto Rico ...my father was a school principal in my town. ...My mom
was a professor at some college. ...My father went to college in Puerto Rico, in
Mayaguez. He got a scholarship because he didn’t have any money. My mom
went to college there too.
...We lived in The Village when we first got here. ...My mom was getting
her masters at State University, so was my father. ...Now, they’re both teachers in
Hopeville City.
...They make me keep going to school, and make me be responsible. More
my mom than my dad, because my dad lived in Puerto Rico for a while, so I was
mostly with my mom. I don’t’ like school, but she makes me keep going. I just
know that I have to finish school and finish college. It’s not an option. It’s
something I have to do. They know I have to go to college. I don’t know if I
want to or not, but I have to go. ...I don’t usually get help with homework. I kind
of do it on my own. When I have problems at school they, [my parents], usually
come. They worry about how I’m doing in school.
There is a metaphor in Denise’s description of her parents’ role in her education.
As a young adolescent woman testing new possibilities in her life, she describes herself
as a pendulum swinging back and forth, and her parents as stopping her from swinging by
placing her back in the center:
My dad, I think he’s 42. He works at the university. He went to a public
school in Puerto Rico, and he went to the University of Puerto Rico. He has a
Ph.D. My mother went to a private school. She went to the University of Puerto
Rico with my dad. She is a psychologist. She used to work at a hospital in
Hopeville City. Then when we moved here, she started working in the schools.
...They kind of let me do my own thing. But if they see that my plan of
working, of studying, of doing something is not working, then they will step in,
and help me, and then back off to let me just go my own way. They’re basically
standing at each side of me. If I fall to one side, they put me back up, and if I fall
to the other, they would put me back up and they just stand around. But they let
me grow. I know this sounds kind of corny, but they let me grow.
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Juana, Maria, and Lulu identify their mothers as the reason to stay in school. In
*

Juana’s narrative, her mother is clearly seen as creating the necessary structure at home to
be successful at school and advising her about what is right for her:
My mother didn’t graduate because when she was still in Puerto Rico her
mother got sick, [and] she had to take care of her. ...[S]he just got up to ninth
grade. ...[M]y father didn’t get much further than ninth grade. ...[He] didn’t finish
school because he needed to work to support himself and us. Now, ...[h]e’s a
security guard at the hospital. My mother is ...a library aide.
...My mother, she gives me discipline, tells me what to do, at what
time to be home. She tells me what is right for me. ...My mother helps
me sometimes [with homework]. ...Sometimes I’ll be on my own. If I
don’t understand [homework], probably. I’ll stay after school for the
teacher to help me with it. I don’t really ask my father or mother for help
[because] ...it’s in English and my mother and father don’t know that
much English. So, they can’t help me. ...I haven’t dropped out because of
my mother. ...She wants us to finish high school. She wants to see that
diploma. ...That’s what she wants, ...that’s what I’m going to do.
Maria describes her parents and paternal grandmother, and the role they play in
her education:
I live with my mom and my grandmother. My mom is 43, and she
graduated from high school. My grandmother is 63. I don’t know how much
education she has. ...My dad is 39 or 40, and he also graduated from high school.
My mom and dad have been divorced since I was about three.
...They help me study. They help me do my homework. If I need any
materials for school that the school cannot provide, they get it for me. ...Since I’ve
been in kindergarten, my mom has taught me about drugs, about the dangers of
crossing a busy street, and how to cross the street. She taught me everything. She
told me to memorize my address and telephone number in case I got lost. ...At
7:30, my mom drives me to school because I have no bus.
...If I didn’t go to school my mom would kill me because she says that
anyone that doesn’t go to school has no future. Anyone who doesn’t go to school
has no way of getting a job. Would have no job, no money. Since he has no
money, ...he will have no home, no food, he would have nothing.
In the following narratives, Lulu talks about the role of her mother in her
education and in her life. Throughout the interviews, Lulu is particularly reflective about
her mother and how she has been an example of determination and effort:
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My mother works six days [a] week. She's a nurse’s aide. ...She works
from 7:00 to 3:30. ...My mother is very proud because she's been my mother and
father at the same time, because she always has been with us. I give her credit
because she tries hard enough. ...Everything depends on my mother. ...We don't
take no welfare. The rent, the telephone, the cable, the light, that's a lot for one
person. ...Two or three years [ago], she went and studied nursing. She wanted to
be a nurse aide, and she took a course and she passed it. Last year she got the
license for it. ...She can work anywhere. ...That's been good for her.
...[S]he tries to be there for me. ...Sometimes with homework, she doesn't
get things. ...So, she can't help. ...She talks to my teachers, she talks to the
principal, when I have a problem in school, that I'm a good girl. ...She's been
there behind me all the time, and supporting me for what I do. ...She wants me to
finish school. She wants that, that's what I’m going to give her...She wanted me
to take the high school diploma. So, that's what I'm going to give her.
Finally, when asked to name the single most important person who has helped her
in her education, Lulu had an immediate answer:
My mother! [Pause]. My mother has been there through the good times
and bad times. I think it would be my mother. She's been there for me.
Like Lulu, Aida talks about her mother’s education, how she takes the time to talk
to her, and how she would go to school to advocate for her when needed. Aida’s father is
also portrayed as providing support to her daughter but, similar to Alma’s narrative, his
role is not as significant as that of the mother:
My mom moved over here because my little sister, when she was bom,
they couldn’t provide the medical attention she needed in Puerto Rico. She had
asthma and my mom had to come here to get her therapy. ...My mom, since she
came here, she’s been studying. We’ve been here for about six or seven years.
...My mom is studying social work. ...[S]he got a teaching degree for day care,
and now is working as a social worker.
My dad graduated from high school. He worked in the School of
Medicine in Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico and took classes at night....My dad is always
dealing with how to get a job. My dad knows no English. It makes it difficult for
him to find a job. ...They’re giving him disability [benefits]. ...My dad has
supported us a lot.
...My mom sits with us, talks to us, helps us with homework, goes to
school, checks how we’re doing in school. ...She talks to us like, “Do it well. If
there is something you do not understand, tell me. I’ll talk with the teacher. My
dad also helps us, but my mom helps more than my dad. ...In math, my dad helps
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me. My mom helps me in English. I’m good in math because of my dad.
Whatever I don’t understand I’ll ask him.
Lisette’s portrayal of her single mother resembles Lulu’s in acknowledging her
strength and courage for playing the double role of mother and father for their children:
[M]y mom, she’s 39, and she is a counselor. She’s going to get her
[bachelor’s] degree, but right now she’s working with the state department of
education. When she was in her second year of college she got pregnant and she
had to drop out. Then, she went back to the UPR [University of Puerto Rico] and
the Inter American University, and then she moved here and went to a community
college in Connecticut. When we moved here she was taking some classes at
State University. ...Now, she’s going back and she’s going to get her degree.
...My mom, I think she supports me a hundred percent, and she supports us
for our father. We have her support, and her support in a place of a father. So, it’s
like a hundred percent instead of a fifty-fifty. ...She supports us and she helps us.
I think because [of] the divorce, she’s very strong. She’s a strong person, and she
has strong a belief that when you set up your mind to do something, you can do it.
Even if it’s like taking all the choices that you have, because if it doesn’t work
one way you try the other. If she sees that we can succeed in something that we
want, she tries to help us, even if she’s against it. Let’s say, we choose this school
and she says, “I personally don’t prefer that school,” but she tries to help us with
the essays for example. She’s helped us a lot. I give her a lot of credit because, as
I said, she has taken the place of my father.
Like the rest of the participants, Jennifer talks about the role of her parents in her
education. They are seen as advising their daughter about life, and telling her to apply for
college. She describes her mother as her best friend. But she also talks about the role of
her older brother in her education. He is what she calls “the best supporter” she ever had,
and within the Puerto Rican culture he might be seen as the older brother who is as
responsible as the father:
My mom was bom and raised here in New York, and my father was bom
in Puerto Rico. ...My mother studied ...half the years here, until she was 16, and
then she went to Puerto Rico. She graduated from high school. My father went to
a vocational high school. ...When my mom went to Puerto Rico, they met in high
school and two months before their senior year they got married.
My mom studied two years in City Community College, and now she s a
secretary. ...My father has a band. They play plena and bomba [Puerto Rican
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folkloric music]. ...He was a refrigerator technician, but in Puerto Rico he was
trying to fix one of those big soda machines and [had an accident] so he’s taking
social security now.
...My mom is my best friend. When I need counseling she’s always there,
and my father too. They are very understanding parents. ...My father is always
advising everybody, even [those who] are not his kids. ...He always helps people.
He works with the human mind. He doesn’t advise me. He gives me big lectures!
...My mom, I call her a cool mom. She just goes with the flow. She’s
very good in English so she helps me a lot with my homework. They’re just great
supporters. ...If we have a problem, they’re there for us. They are very interested
in what we think. They’re interested in us getting a good education. ...I applied
for college because my mom forced me into it. She said, “You better apply now
while you still have time. You better do it now,” so I did apply.
...My [older] brother, he went to college for two years under drama. He
got accepted to the State University, and then he got tired of living here in the
cold weather and went back to Puerto Rico. He went back to Puerto Rico to study
there, and now he graduated. He’s a paramedic. My mother never thought my
brother would be in college because he hated school. He was not into school, and
now he’s in college and he’s doing better. That’s unbelievable because he has all
A’s and B’s in City Community. He’s studying business management. ...[H]e’s
always telling me, “I did it. I went to college. If it doesn’t work, go the other way
around. There’s always something for you to do. You can’t ever say you’re
helpless.” He studied drama, and all of a sudden he turned into a paramedic.
[Laughing] That’s a long way to go! He’s always telling me that no matter what,
if I don’t succeed on one thing there’s always another thing to succeed at. He is
like the best supporter I ever had.

“The School Is Like a Second Home for the Students.”; Effective Teachers as Those
Who Respect and Affirm Cultural and Linguistic Diversity
When participants reflected upon teachers who have made a difference in their
educational lives, or when they were asked to define the ideal teacher for students like
them, nine participants used as examples teachers who respected and affirmed in concrete
ways their cultural and linguistic diversity in school. Confirming many studies in the
literature concerning effective schools and programs for Latino students such as those by
Moll (1988), Commins (1989), and Lucas, et al. (1990), these narratives show that
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affirming Latino students' culture and language is a necessary step toward improving
their participation and achievement in schools.
The following excerpts best convey the issues expressed by nine of the
participants in their interviews. They describe the school as a second home, and effective
teachers as those who are caring, involved with the students as if they were their own
mothers, and love and respect the Hispanic culture. As we will see below, for seven of
the participants, it is either their ESL, Spanish as a foreign language, or Latina teacher
who has played the most important teaching role in their educational lives.
In the following passages, Maria talks about two teachers who have made a
difference in her life. One of them, Mrs. Lopez, taught her music in Puerto Rico; the
other, Mrs. Perez, is her ESL teacher in Appletown. Both of them are Puerto Rican:
The school is like a second home for the students. ...I had a teacher that
was like a second mother to me. Her name was Mrs. Lopez. She taught me music
from first grade to fifth grade. She taught me how to dance folklore [from Puerto
Rico]. She was really good with all her students. ...[If I have to choose the most
important teacher in my life] I would choose either Mrs. Lopez or Mrs. Perez.
Those two teachers treated me as if I was their own daughter. ...I share my
problems with them. ...I learn more with them because they really care about me.
Since they care a lot about me, when I am stuck, they help me understand.
As in Maria’s case, Lulu and Aida consider their ESL teacher as their best teacher.
Both of them are referring to the same teacher, Mrs. O’Brien, an ESL teacher in Dearborn
Vocational School. Lulu also talks about her other ESL teacher, Mrs. Barnett. In the
following passages, she emphasizes the fact that both of them know some Spanish and for
Lulu, their ability to communicate with her in Spanish helps them to be better teachers:
The only thing that helped me succeed from a lot of things is one teacher
that I know from Dearborn... She loves kids. She goes to my basketball games,
she goes to my volleyball games. ...Mrs. O’Brien, she helps me through a lot. This
year I got her again. ...She teaches English, English Reading, her and Mrs.
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Barnett. ...Mrs. Barnett? She's far too good! ...I like them. They are good
teachers. Mrs. O.’Brien. and Mrs. Barnett, they're like mothers to me. ...[I]f I
need to talk to one of them, ...if I feel depressed, they're always there. I can talk to
them about anything. ...They always go to my games. They have a schedule.
They are very involved with the students like they were our mothers. ...If the kids
need any help, they show them that they really care. ...[B]oth teachers... took a
Spanish course so they just know a little bit of Spanish. If there is a word I don't
understand, they just quickly say it in Spanish, or they look for the right word or
the right meaning to put to that word. ...Those teachers, both of them, are best
friends [to me].
When asked to define the ideal teacher, Lulu said the following:
[I]f you are a bilingual student, I would like [her] to translate twice, at
least one in English and one in Spanish, so that you can understand better. Have a
nice, positive attitude. When a student needs you, be there for her. You know,
that's your second home. Like I see it, that's your second home because ...[f]or
years and years I'm going to be in school all day, from morning to the afternoon.
...So I see it that way; that's your second home. The teachers should be like
parents to you.
Like Lulu, Aida considers Mrs. O’Brien her favorite teacher. As a good ESL
teacher, Mrs. O’Brien gives Aida the individual attention students like her need. In the
following narratives Aida tells us about feeling intimidated when speaking English in
class, and how Mrs. O’Brien’s individual attention provides the opportunity for her to
understand better:
Mrs. O’Brien, she teaches her English class with computers. Since I came
to the school, I’ve always been in one of her classes, and she is really great.
When I don’t understand something, she’s always there to help me. ...I like the
way she teaches her class. I feel like I can tell her anything. If you don’t
understand something, she goes and work with you quietly. She takes a chair and
sits with you. She explains what you have to do. She gives you an example,
[and] then she helps somebody else. She explains everything very well. She
gives you a lot of attention. ...I understand better if she explains it to me alone.
Since I don’t like talking English, I’m very quiet [in class].
When asked to define the ideal teacher, and to give recommendations for good
teaching, Aida stresses the importance of instruction in the students’ dominant language.
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She also decries the tradition of segregating students who participate in the Bilingual
Education Program from the rest of the student population:
...[The ideal teacher] will not teach anything boring, and would teach
everything with games. I had a teacher that the day before the test, she would put
us to play Jeopardy. It wasn’t boring. ...Everybody liked to go to her class. ...I
think that there should be an English speaking teacher and a Spanish speaking
teacher, and to the Spanish speaking student they should explain more. They
should teach the Spanish speaking students in Spanish, and they should not be
taken apart.
In a similar vein, Juana describes her seventh grade social studies teacher as her
best teacher because of his understanding of her English language challenges in the
classroom:
My best teacher was two years ago Mr. Smith. He was the best teacher.
He was the social studies teacher. He was nice. ...[W]e had a lot of
communication. ...[H]e was my favorite teacher ...because he understood [that] I
don’t catch [English] words fast, and he used to help me.
For Denise, her third grade teacher is her best teacher, and the reasons are solely
based on teaching skills in the classroom. In the following excerpts, she talks about the
ideal teacher as the one who can best motivate students in school by taking into
consideration their individual needs. Like Lulu, she also describes a good teacher as one
who can listen to her students and be a friend. Although Denise’s narrative does not
present her favorite teacher as affirming her culture or language, when she describes the
ideal teacher, the theme of teachers as parents does come up. In so doing, she conveys
with her words a cultural frame of reference under which teachers are seen as more than
professionals imparting knowledge to their pupils:
Mrs. Harrison was my favorite teacher. She’s still my favorite teacher.
She knew how to communicate with kids because she had a kid our age. So, she
knew how to deal with them, and she knew how to be a friendly teacher. ...She
knew when to stand back and let kids figure out their own thing. She knew when
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to step in and help out. ...She was really supportive. ...When I had problems I
would go to her and she would help me solve them. She was more than a teacher,
she was my friend. ...[S]he made me see that I was great! ...You expect a teacher
to give and to be supportive, and to be nice to everyone. ...[Pause] It would have
to be someone that can communicate with the kids. [Ideal teachers] can find
different ways of teaching so different kids can learn in different ways, the way it
is easiest [for them] to learn. They can’t be biased at all, not even the slightest bit.
...They would have to be fun. ...They would be fair. They would have to be
challenging. They would have to know how a student feels. I mean, we are not
just going to school... We have a life. We have other things, and we have
different feelings, and we have different ways of thinking. They have to know
how to deal with this, like you can go to them if you have a problem. ...They
should get the parents involved with the kid’s learning. They should be more than
a teacher. They should be friends. They should be like a guidance counselor.
They should be a parent, I guess you can say, a parent at school. All of those
things combined [would] make a great teacher.
Like most participants, Jennifer defines her best teacher as the one who listens to
her and understands that she is Hispanic:
One of my teachers, her name is Mrs. Marchand. ...She’s my English
teacher. ...I think she’s great. ...Everybody likes that teacher because she’s very
understanding. ...She always says that every time she sees a student graduate, she
feels like the way she teaches got to them. So, if they succeed she succeeds also.
...I feel so good about myself because she’s always saying, “You’re all good kids.
You’ll be successful in the world,” and she makes us feel so good about ourselves.
...She’s always supporting us. If she sees us like depressed, she would take us out
of class and talk about [it]. ...She’s nice. [S]he makes it fun to learn, not boring.
...[S]he’s my best teacher. I always stay after school to talk to her. She
understands that I am Hispanic. Whenever we have a problem, we can go up to
her. She just nicely helps us.
Natalia is very close to her Spanish teacher, and her narrative best conveys the
significance of teachers who affirm their culture in school. Throughout the interviews
Mrs. Ferraro is shown in her role as teacher, second mother, advisor, and as having a
Puerto Rican heart”:
I love Mrs. Ferraro! ...She teaches Spanish, and she's a really good teacher.
She's like a mother to her students. She's really caring. ...[S]he's not Hispanic,
but she says she has a heart for Hispanic students. She loves the Hispanic culture.
...Even though we're native speakers, ...I think she has taught us more about [our]
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life and culture. ...[S]he says she has a Puerto Rican heart. ...[SJhe's always
giving us advice that we, Puerto Rican, can make something of ourselves and we
can become doctors just as well as American people. ...She wants me to have
good records for my school. ...[S]he has a big impact in my life because of all the
advice she gives me. ...[S]he’s like our second mother.
...The ideal teacher? It can be a male or a female. She has to be very
understanding. She has to be very flexible to teach, and to understand
everybody’s mind because everybody’s mind goes differently. A teacher has ...to
try to make everybody understand ...what she’s trying to deliver to the class. ...A
teacher that can explain what’s going on, and if somebody don’t understand just
don’t let that kid go out and blow up. ...I like a teacher who gets involved with
the students. ...I like a teacher who gets involved in my business.
I wanted to finish this section with the narratives of Amparo and Lisette because
their words reveal the importance of Latina teachers as role models for Puerto Rican
students in U.S. schools. Both of them took a course with Ms. Colon, a Latina teacher in
Appletown High School. In the following excerpts, they talk about the significance of
this teacher in their lives. For Amparo, Mrs. Colon’s class represents a totally different
experience in her school life. According to Amparo, this has been the only class in
Appletown High School where she has learned about her own history, and she really
appreciates the fact that Spanish was spoken in the class. This experience is probably the
reason why when asked about recommendations to improve learning for students like her,
she recommends more Latino teachers. After all, the only thing she would change in her
school life is to have more teachers who speak Spanish:
Ms. Colon, [s]he taught Spanish History but it was for Hispanic kids. That
was for a semester [in] eighth grade. ...I think it was five or eight students. It was
good! We talked in Spanish. It was different from my other classes. I got an A+
in that class. ...You just did not feel that anybody was being treated better than
anybody [else] because we were all Puerto Ricans. ...What you learned was
different. You got to learn about yourself because what we were learning was
mostly about Latino history, more than just U.S. history which [is what] we take
every year. I found it more interesting than taking history that has nothing to do
with me. ...It was a different experience because I was learning about my own
culture.
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Amparo’s recommendation to improve learning for other students like her is the
following:
Make the classes interesting. Maybe, make it in a way that [students] can
relate to it themselves, ...something that has to do with real life. ...[Good
teachers] expect the best from you. ...The big problem [in school] is that mostly
all the teachers are white. ...That’s a big difference, just to see somebody who’s
like you in a good job, and not for me because I know my parents have good jobs.
When asked if she could change one thing in her school life, Amparo said:
“[W]hen I first came it would be having more people like me, like ...teachers that knew
Spanish.”
Lisette’s narratives about Mrs. Colon are exceptional in documenting the
importance of Latino teachers as role models and supporters of Puerto Rican students in
school. When talking about Mrs. Colon, she mentions three cardinal elements in the
success of any student: respect, support and advice:
So far one teacher has supported me, and I don’t have her this year but I
always have contact with her, ...Mrs. Colon, ...[t]he Spanish teacher. [W]e have
like a certain relationship. All the kids in her class have a special [relationship
with her], or more special than average. We go in, and we can have like a
conversation. It’s so comforting to be in a class where the teacher is in the same
level that you are, in the way that Spanish is her first language. We talk about
anything, and we can trust her. ...Last year I had her, and she used to be in contact
with my teachers and see how I was doing. You don’t see another teacher doing
that! ...She was supportive. She’d go and advise me. She had like a lot of
confidence [from confianza in Spanish, meaning trust] in me. With Ms. Colon, I
used to trust her with any problem I had with the teachers. I used to go and tell
her. She used to talk about the different problems, things that made me feel good.
...The rest of the teachers treat you like you’re one of the rest....
It feels good [to have a teacher like Mrs. Colon] because otherwise I
would be completely frustrated in the school. I know that if I have a problem I
can go to [her]. ...I don’t know what I would do if [she] weren’t there. ...I’ve
gone to Ms. Colon thousands [of times], and my mom too. It’s nice.
For Lisette, Mrs. Colon represents the difference between being another Latina
student in school and being an individual student with her own needs. Mrs. Colon takes
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the time to get involved with her Latino students, and Lisette feels that is what is needed
to improve the learning environments for students like her. When Lisette reflects about
the role of Latino teachers in schools, she talks about the important role Mrs. Colon has
played in her school life:
[W]hen they are Hispanics, you automatically know that you’re going to
have more confidence with them. I know that. First, when I came to that school
the other kids already knew her, so I saw the way they were with her. ...She just
looked trustworthy. ...There is a big difference between a Hispanic teacher and a
teacher that teaches Spanish. There is a big difference! That person teaches
Spanish and the other one knows Spanish, and the other one comes from a place
that you’re familiar with. Ms. Colon comes from Central America [and], you
know, she’s Hispanic. That’s something that unites us altogether. The other
teacher, she just teaches Spanish. In that case, you know that you know more than
her. Even if she went to college for a long time. You know that you have it in
you, and she has to think about it or teach what she learned.
When Lisette brought up the issue of trust, I asked her whether it is easier for her
to trust a Latino teacher than an Anglo teacher. Her answer was:
Yes! I can almost trust that person without that person saying anything.
...Usually, you know that they are not going to turn you away because they know
that you’re from their same culture, and they know that we’re in a school that
there’s not that many Hispanics. Also, they want to see that the Hispanic kids do
well, and so they want to help the Hispanic kids. ...[I]t gives you like confidence.
It tells other teachers that there are teachers of our kind in the system.
I heard they had a lot of discussions, arguments last year. I don’t
remember why but they had to bring her, [Mrs. Colon], in to communicate with
other Hispanic kids for some other teachers because they could not handle it. So,
they know it’s a different thing. There’s a lot of trust there even though she keeps
her place as a teacher.
When asked how teachers like Mrs. Colon are different from others, Lisette
answered:
Other teachers think that just because they are teachers they can treat you
however they want. ...[T]hese [Hispanic] teachers, they respect you as a student.
They can relate to you, and they can also give you support and advice.
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-Tm-Going to.Go to College in the United States.”: College Education as the Foremost
Educational Goal
When asked about their expectations for the future, all participants talked about
going to college. Getting a college education seems to be the fundamental educational
goal of all participants regardless of their socioeconomic background. However, there are
significant differences in the information they have about college, and those differences
are directly correlated with their parents’ level of education. For those participants whose
parents are college educated, the information they have is congruent with what is required
to enter college in the United States. For those young women whose parents are not
college educated, their chances of getting a college education seem to be curtailed by
their lack of understanding about college entrance requirements and the curricular choices
needed to be a successful college applicant. Unfortunately, schools are revealed in their
narratives as providing little or no guidance to these students’ aspirations of a college
education. Yet, their aspiration of a college education is a strong element in holding high
academic achievement in school.
In the following narratives, the participants talk about their aspirations of a
college education. Their narratives show the tentativeness of their young voices as they
consider their career options and envision how their future would be. This section will be
structured as followed: first, I will present the narratives of those young women whose
understanding of college entrance requirements are congruent with those of major
colleges and universities in the United States. Second, I will present the narratives of
those participants whose understanding about college is not as well informed and who
also happen to be the daughters of non-college educated parents. In Chapter 7, the
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implications of these differences to the participants’ aspirations of a college education
will be considered.
Jennifer is a senior who already has been admitted to a small private college. She
has been in the college track throughout high school. As she explained in the previous
section, her mother, who went to City Community College, encouraged Jennifer to apply
for college. In the following passages, she talks about her plan to study psychology, her
participation in pre-college programs, and her experience of applying and being admitted
to college while still a junior student at City High School:
I can say that I plan to study. I want to study psychology. I want to be a
psychologist, a criminal psychologist. ...Where I work there is a lot of therapists
and psychologists, and they are always saying, “If you want to take psychology
then take psychology but not psychology alone. Take something else with it.”
...Four years from now, hopefiilly, [I will be] graduating from college, getting my
bachelor’s degree.
...Pre-College Program, it’s a tutoring program. Mondays afternoons we
meet. They just help us with our homework. It started as an Upward Bound
Program. I went there in seventh grade, and then in eighth grade I dropped out. I
was like, “No, I don’t like it,” because we had meetings, and sometimes I didn’t
have to go because I understood my homework. ...In tenth grade it changed to
State University Pre-College Program. That’s when I entered it again. It’s
different because you go if you want to. You don’t have to go every day. They
have one person that helps us with our college essays, and if we have problems
with the colleges for financial aid. This other guy, he helps us with science and
math. We have a senior, she’s good at English, so she helps out in English. We
visited colleges. The program teaches you how to fill out financial aid forms,
how to make a good essay for college. It’s good!
...In school, they have a college fair. In November, in your junior year,
they take you to the college fair. They go by tables. You gather any information
you want. They give you an orientation in each table. They have videotapes.
You take the information home and you look at it. ...I took information about
every single college. There were 150 colleges. I took home three bags. I took
out the ones that were very far, like from California or Florida. I left the ones
from the area closer to home. I read their information and the ones I didn’t like, I
took them out. My three choices were Washington College in Washington, D.C.,
Spring Hill College, and City Community College. I went to an orientation to
Spring Hill College and I stayed for the classes. The teachers were nice. The
admission office, they treat you like you’re a person, not a number. I was there
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for the whole day and by the end, they knew me already. That was kind of nice.
You feel like at home. So, I applied that same day, and three weeks later I got a
letter that said that I was admitted to the College. I didn’t apply to City
Community College.
As a senior, Lisette is waiting to hear from the colleges she applied to. So is her
older brother who is also a senior in Appletown High School. What is even more
interesting is the fact that Lisette’s mother has recently been accepted in the Re-Entry
Students Program at State University to complete her bachelor’s degree. In the following
excerpt, Lisette talks about the possibility of going to the same college as her brother and
mother, and about her aspirations for the future:
Since me and my brother are also going to college next year, it’s kind of
fun because we get to talk about [it]. ...The idea that our mom is going to college
with us is scary but it’s fun. It’s scary because they just offered her an apartment
in the dorms because she wants to study full time. If me and my brother go to
State University we can live on campus. ...It’s kind of fun because whenever
we’d have a problem, she’ll be there.
...[In the future], I see myself, supposing that I finished four years of
school and stay focused on the career I want to study which is management, I
would see myself getting probably a Masters, and maybe opening my own
business.
In this study, Lisette’s narratives have been instrumental in identifying the role of
schools in advising students about college. In the following excerpt, she talks about her
brother’s experience with a school system that failed to inform him on time about the
credits he needed for graduation. It is my conjecture that school counselors assume that
students, or their parents are keeping track of graduation and college entrance
requirements. For those students who need more guidance about those issues, their
aspirations for the future might be challenged by a practice that needs to be improved:
...Last year my brother could have graduated if [the school counselors] had
warned him that he was missing two credits. They sent the letter after the class
graduated. ...They don’t offer any support unless you ask for it.
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As we discussed before, Amparo talks about the role of her parents in guiding her
to go to college. According to Amparo, going to college is something she has to do. It is
neither an option, nor a dream. Rather, it is what her parents wants her to do. In the
following passage, she talks about her participation in community service, which is
considered in college admissions, and why she is planning to go to college:
[For] the National Honor Society you have to do twenty hours of
community services. ...I’m tutoring a girl in math. ...I just tutor her every other
Tuesday for half an hour. ...It’s not really much, just community service. [Tjhat’s
good for college.
I know that I have to go to college. If you don’t go to college you are not
going to have a good job. If you go to college you can have a better job. It’s just
better. I have to go.
Like most participants, when asked about her expectations for the future, Amparo
says she will be in college: “In college, I’ll be in graduate school, probably, getting my
Master’s.”
Aida is a junior in Dearborn Vocational School and, as she explains, she is not
getting information about college. In the following excerpts, she talks about some of the
requirements she needs to go to college. Her narratives demonstrate that she does know
about college, but only because the information has been provided by her mother:
When I graduate from Dearborn, I’m going to go to a community college,
not to a university. I can’t go to a university because I don’t have enough credits.
Since I’m in shop classes, that’s what you take to go straight to work, not to the
university. I’ll have to go to City Community College for two years to finish the
credits. ...I do not know what they [college entrance requirements] all are. If there
is anything I need to know, I ask my mom because she has been there, and in
school I imagine that they’ll tell me because I’ve heard the announcement about
college. The only ones I know about are CCC, [City Community College] and
State [State University] because those are the two that my mom goes to, but there
are others that I can’t remember right know. ...My mom says that college isn’t
like school. In college you have more freedom than in school. I think that I’d like
it more than school.
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When asked when she will get the information about college in school, Aida said:
“[Tjhat’s for seniors. They’ll explain it to us all, and bring us to three colleges, and other
colleges come to our school to talk.”
Natalia is a senior in the same school as Jennifer. They both have been in the
college track for most of their school years, and their academic records are similar. Yet,
Jennifer has already been admitted to a small private college, while Natalia is still
undecided about what colleges she should apply to. It is Natalia and Jennifer who best
portray the differences that emerge between students whose parents have different levels
of information about college. In the following excerpt, Natalia talks about her aspirations
for the future:
I see myself [as] an executive secretary, because that’s what I'm going for
in college. I see myself in an office yes! But I don't see myself going into
something big, you know, like owning a business. Well, maybe owning a little
small business. ...I really want to get into college. ...I think I'm more confident
that I will go to college and do a good job on it.
For Denise, Alma, Lulu, Maria, and Juana, college is years away, but their
knowledge of entrance requirements as well as their actual program of study demonstrate
a significant difference that, I suspect, will eventually affect their real chances of getting a
college education to match their educational aspirations.
For Denise, her aspirations to go to college are matched with her understanding of
what she needs to do now to get there. In the following passages, she talks about how her
grades in ninth grade start counting for college and the fact that she will be taking a
placement test that will go to her college records. Denise is definitively aware of what it
takes to get into college:
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I have my life kind of planned out, kind of a fantasy. Let’s see, I’m going
to go to college in the United States. ...I hope that I will be able to go to college, a
good college.
...Between eighth and ninth grade I went to Puerto Rico. I came back in
ninth grade, and my grades the last quarter of eighth grade were awful. They were
the worst grades they’ve ever been. As soon as I came into ninth grade I realized,
“This is [starting to count] for college. I have to do something!” So, I don’t know
how I did it, but I pulled them up in the first quarter. I got the best [grades] I ever
got. ...Next year I’ll have to go to a college to take Spanish. I’m in the advanced
placement in the advanced course. If I take the advanced placement test now then
it will go in my college record.
In Alma’s case, her parents have been providing resources for her education, and
they are attentive about college entrance requirements. For Alma, college is the reason to
be in school, as well as where she sees herself in the near future:
I want to go to school because I want to go to college, and I want to get a
good job so I can make money. That’s why I’m in school. ...I don’t know what I
want to be. My parents can’t afford for me to go somewhere far away unless I can
get a scholarship, so I know I’ll be here. I’ll probably go to State University and
just live at home. ...[After college] I just want to get a job.
For Lulu, her knowledge about college has been informed by her sister’s
experiences in City Community College and State University. Although tentative about
her aspirations for the future, Lulu contemplates college as an option:
I don't want to go to college. ...In a way I do because that helps me in my
career, if I want to become a nurse. ...And, you know, I'll try to work to pay for
my college. At least my mother can pay half and I pay half, but she won't have to
do everything. ...College is hard, especially it is hard for my sister because of my
niece. She's still small, and she bothers her when she's studying. Sometimes, I
come and bring my niece over here so she can study.
I don't know where I see myself in the future. ...Maybe I'm planning to go
to college and get an education as a nurse. I hope I'll be working as a nurse
practitioner, get my own house, get my own car.
According to Lulu, information about college entrance requirements are given in
her school to students in their junior year: “[W]hen I'm in junior year, they start talking
about colleges. ...Next year.”
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Maria and Juana also talked about their aspirations of a college education. In
Maria’s narratives, college is clearly her utmost educational goal, while for Juana college
is more tentative, yet it remains part of her vision for a better future. Like Natalia, these
two young women have parents with no college education, and the information they have
about college is incomplete. They seem to be at risk of failing to achieve their goal, and
their schools are not providing any significant help. This is what Maria says about her
aspirations for the future:
I hope that when I finish high school, I’ll go to State University to study
veterinary [science] or administrative assistant. ...My mom says that since I was a
child I’ve always wanted to be a veterinarian. She says it’s like an obsession of
mine. ...In the future, I see myself in this country, in a good office, practicing
what I want to be which is a veterinarian. But before all that, I see myself at the
university. I want to go to State University.
When asked what courses she needs to take in junior and high school to be
admitted to a university and get into veterinary science, Maria did not know. When asked
when she would get that information, she answered: “They’ll explain that in high school.”
For Juana, going to college is part of her educational aspirations, but her
understanding of college requirements seems to place her at risk of never achieving her
goal. Her narrative is similar to other interviews. When asked about orientation to
college, the answer they gave always was that it would happen in upper grades. For
Maria, who is in eighth grade, the answer seems fair but when Aida, who is a junior, says
“next year”, it shows a dangerous pattern that does not seem to change throughout their
years in secondary school. This is what Juana says about college. Her interview is quite
revealing about this issue:
I think about college. When I finish school, I’m not going to go like a
definitive school or college. I want to wait. Probably after a year, I 11 go back to
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college, ...because you’ve already been twelve years in school, and you have
another couple of years in college. You got to have a rest, you know! ...I’m going
to have a rest, and then I’ll go to college. ...I think that’s worth getting an
education because I think that if you don’t get an education you’re going to go
nowhere. You’re going to be nobody. If you don’t finish school, what are you
going to do? Work in a factory? I want to be a nurse. That’s what I want to be.
[In order to be a nurse] I know I got to go to college for four years.
...I see myself finishing school, going to college, becoming a nurse, having
a family, having a good job, having a nice car, having everything good because I
like everything good.
When asked if she knew what courses she must take in high school to better
prepare for college, Juana just shook her head. When asked when she would get
information about it, she answered:
Probably when you’re a senior, that’s when they’ll be telling you more
about college. I have [not] talked to nobody, no counselor, no nothing. I don’t
know. I don’t got no idea because this is my first year [in high school]. I don’t
know nothing about that school. ...Probably when I get to higher grades, probably
we’ll take trips to City Community College.
...[My counselor] didn’t tell me much about college. ...The only thing I
know about college is because in the summer I used to work, and some people
from college went over there and started talking about college. ...I got a college
book [from] City Community College, and it tells me what courses you can take,
what grades you got to have because I think if you got F’s, you can’t go into
college. You got to have good grades.
When asked for recommendations to school counselors in terms of how they can
better meet the needs of students like her, Juana said:
I don’t know the counselors in the school. ...[They should tell you] what
you got to do to get to college, get you prepared to college. That’s what I think
high school is about, preparing me to college because when you’re in elementary
school they’re preparing you to middle school, when you’re in middle school
they’re preparing you to high school, and high school should be preparing you to
college. I think that’s the way it is.
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Summary
Three components have been identified as influential in the academic
achievements of the participants in this study. First of all, their parents, particularly their
mothers, play a cardinal role in supporting and guiding their daughters throughout their
school years. For some participants, their mothers represent the reason to stay in school.
Single mothers play the dual role of mother and father in the Puerto Rican home, and in
so doing, they become strong role models for their daughters to look up to and be proud
of.
Teachers who affirm participants’ culture and language in school are described by
the young women as the best teachers for Puerto Rican students. Most of these important
teachers are either ESL, or Spanish as a foreign language teachers, or they are Latinas.
Their cultural awareness as well as their Spanish speaking skills are assets to their
students’ academic work. These teachers were also found to be supportive of other
aspects of participants’ lives. Participants’ appreciation of these teachers is best
conveyed by their definition of them as “second mothers.”
Finally, all participants defined college as their utmost educational goal. This
goal keeps them focused, and it provides a perspective of achievement for all participants.
Yet, significant differences were found in terms of the information about college
preparation courses and college entrance requirements. These differences seems to be
correlated to their parents’ level of education, and both school systems seem to lack
awareness of how to better serve students who come from homes where a college
education is only a dream for the children. These students seem to be at a higher risk of
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not achieving their goal of a college education. The implications of these findings will be
explored in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 6
COMMON PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES FOR PUERTO RICAN FEMALES
IN SCHOOL

Introduction
In this chapter common problems, as presented throughout the interviews, will be
discussed. This discussion will answer the second set of research questions that has
guided this study. These questions are: Do the Puerto Rican young women interviewed
in this study share common problems as students in the United States? Are there
common themes when discussing those problems and their possible solutions? Four
themes throughout the interviews were found to define common challenges faced by most
of the participants in school. First of all, moving from one place to another has been
found to affect, in profound ways, the educational lives of nine participants in this study.
These participants talk about their experiences of being the new girl in the school and in
the classroom. Many of them talk about how hard it is to make new friends in school
and, for some of them, moving is the only thing they would change if they could only
change one thing in their lives. Second, the participation in either Transitional Bilingual
Education (TBE) or English as a Second Language (ESL) was found to make seven
participants aware of the inherent contradiction in these programs: although these
programs have made their education possible and early transition to the mainstream
classroom has even threatened their academic progress in school, they are also aware of
the segregated status of these programs in schools. The result has been to make them feel
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uncomfortable, and as if they had missed out in subject matters because of their
overemphasis on English language acquisition.
Third, seven participants talked about dropping out, and problems at home were
given as the number one reason to leave school. Among participants living in the city,
dropping out is considered an educational choice even when they are highly successful
students. This is not necessarily the case for participants living in the suburb, where
some of them did not talk about the issue at all. When asked for recommendations, four
participants articulated the need for school counselors to play a larger role in early
intervention by addressing the causes that might trigger the desicion to leave school.
Fourth, discrimination has been found to be part of the educational experiences for most
participants in this study, making them painfully aware of the stereotypes some teachers,
White peers, and the society at large have about Puerto Ricans. Some of the participants
talked about the urgency to prove themselves in advanced courses, their feelings about
not being part of the group, and the preasure for some Puerto Rican students to act white.
This chapter is stuctured in four parts. Each part will discuss one of the findings,
presenting excerpts from the interviews that best addresses the issue under consideration.
The first part will consider several issues including: how commonplace moving is among
Puerto Rican families; how hard it is for these young women to adapt themselves to their
new environments, especially for those who are not proficient in English; and the role of
some teachers in easing the trasition for new students. The second part will discuss
participants’ experiences in TBE and ESL programs and their integration in the
mainstream classroom. The third part will explore participants’ perspectives about the
dropout problem among Puerto Rican students, their own experiences, as well as the
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experiences of close friends and peers. In their narratives, we will listen to a gendered
voice concerned with how pregnancy seems to correlate with dropping out, and the role
of their parents in their lives as a deterrent to this pathway. In the final part, how
discrimination is lived and perceived by these young women is examined.

“[I}t Was a Whole Different World Being in the United States. Being in an English
Speaking Place.”: Moving from One Place to Another
Among the variety of problems participants talked about in their interviews,
moving to a new place was found to affect them significantly. Nine participants have
moved sometime during their school years. Many of them refer to that experience with
strong feelings about what they left behind. This is particularly true for those moving
from Puerto Rico to the United States. For them, moving represented the first time they
had to adapt to a new cultural environment and a new language in school. In their
narratives, they talked about feeling different and lonely, and the hardship of losing
friends. As we will see below, for Aida it was her parents who eased the transition. For
Maria, the teachers in the new school made the difference. As she expresssed it, they
were “the best teachers in the world.”
When she was seven, Lisette moved to Connecticut. She entered third grade in a
medium-size city, where she moved from one apartment to another. Shortly after her
parents’ separation, she moved to Appletown and entered tenth grade. In her narratives,
she talked about feeling traumatized by these experiences, how difficult the first few
years in school were, and how she adapted and re-adapted to new schools,
neighborhoods, and friends:
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After second grade, we came to Connecticut, and I was put in bilingual
classes because I didn’t know any English, until fifth grade. I consider those
[years], from third grade to fifth grade, my hardest years because it was like a
whole different world. [I]t was a whole different world being in the United States,
being in an English speaking place. It was also hard because we were put in
different classes from the other kids because we didn’t know English. It was
another different world because we were not given the same classes as the regular
kids, kids that were in mainstream.
...In Connecticut, ...especially in the last place we lived in, I felt like the
people were my family because we got to know each other so well. ...They were
Mexicans and Dominicans. ...Then, we moved, ...and I felt like I lost all of my
friends. ...[W]e moved to this town, [Appletown], and it was another different
traumatic thing because I was carrying my other problems, the divorce, and then
trying to stay up to date [in school].
For a young women like Lisette, these problems are very important. When she
was asked if she could change one thing during those years in school, she answered:
I would’ve stayed in Puerto Rico. I would’ve stayed in one place and
never move until I graduated. First, because I would’ve had friends. I would be
like in the same class. Second, because they really affected me. Three moves,
they really affected me a lot, and I think I would’ve done much better in one
place. I wouldn’t have moved three times.
Aida also moved from Puerto Rico because better medical treatment for her
younger sister was more accessible in the United States. For her, a fourth grader at that
time, moving has hard:
My mom moved over here because when my little sister was bom she
couldn’t receive adequate medical care. She had asthma, and my mom had to
move over here to give her therapy. ...When I moved over here everything was
very different. I didn’t want to stay here. ...[W]hen I went into the fourth grade
nobody never helped [each other]. I didn’t know English. ...It was really hard. ...I
was alone. I didn’t understand English, so I couldn’t handle myself. ...I felt very
bad, very bad because we didn’t have any other relatives [around]. We have all
our relatives in Puerto Rico. The first Christmas was horrible! I didn’t like the
changes of the school system [either].
I think that the only thing that affected me was the change from Puerto
Rico to here because I felt lonely. I used to say to myself, “I have nobody.
There, I was always with my cousins. We went to the same school. We all went
to my grandmother’s house. Outside, we spent our time with our neighbors.
Here, we have no place to go.
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For Aida, her parents’ support and understanding of her feelings helped her to
adapt to the new situation:
I believe that my parents’ support helped me a lot. They told me that
when I was old enough I could move back if I wished. Now, I like it over here
because over there, I go there every summer, and there are a lot of drugs. ...There
is also a lot of violence.
If there is one participant who knows what is means to move, not only from one
country to another but from one school to another, it is Amparo. In the following
excerpts, she narrates how by grade fourh, she had first moved from Puerto Rico to
Appletown, changed from one elementary school to another, went back to Puerto Rico,
returned back to Appletown, and again changed schools within town. In her narration,
we listen to a young woman who is reflecting about her experiences in school and her
feelings about them. We can also discern the slow but continuous process of adapting to
schools in the United States:
I was bom in Puerto Rico and came here. ...I went to pre-school here when
I first got here. ...Nobody knew how to speak Spanish and I didn’t know how to
speak English. ...[I]n 1983 there wasn’t any other Puerto Ricans around. It was
just me. I hated it.
In kindergarten I went to Marshall Mellor [School]. ...I didn’t know
anybody. My teacher, I guess, didn’t know that I didn’t know English, so she had
a conference with my mom saying that I had a problem with learning, that maybe
I had to go to special education. My mom said, “Well, she doesn’t know how to
speak English!,” and she was like, “Oh! Really?”
...We lived in The Village when we first got here, and there were five of
us. It was my sister, my brother and me, my father, and my mother. We lived in
a one-bedroom apartment, and then we moved to a two-bedroom apartment. My
mom was getting her masters at State University, so was my father. We lived on
Welfare for the first year. Then in first grade, we moved to a house and I went to
Crombie Farm School. I don’t really remember my friends but there weren’t any
Puerto Ricans still.
[In] second grade, we moved back to Puerto Rico for the whole year. I
learned how to read and write in Spanish. ...We went to Puerto Rico because my
brother was having a hard time in school here, because he was in eighth grade and
he didn’t know anything. He was kind of becoming a trouble maker and we really
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knew he hated it. That’s why we moved. ...In Puerto Rico it was much different
because my father was a school principal in my town. ...It was my first time in
school in Puerto Rico. I had a lot of fun. The teachers were nice. It was different
because [all my relatives] live in the town, and I have a big family. Everybody
knew us there, and they knew who I was.
...I came back here and I went to Crombie Farm for my third grade. That’s
when [I met] the first two people who were from Puerto Rico. They knew how to
talk in Spanish. They were sisters. They lived in Valley Estates and so did we.
In fourth grade I went back to Marshall Melior. I made a lot of friends.
They were more diverse. I had a friend, she’s still my friend, and she is from
South Africa. I was doing good in school too. I was placed in advanced math, but
in fifth grade, I went down a whole bunch of levels because we were doing word
problems, and I guess I understood them differently than everybody else, maybe
the way I translated them was different, and I would do it wrong. So, I went down
in math. ...I wanted to go back to Puerto Rico.
As we can see here, Amparo adapted successfully to school by grade four, but she
still relates many of her learning difficulties to her Spanish language dominance. When
asked if she could change one thing during all those years in school before ninth grade,
her answer was:
I guess, when I first came, there would be more people like me, like from
Puerto Rico or teachers that knew Spanish. It would have made it easier for me.
That’s the only thing that I would really change.
Like Amparo, Maria moved several times between countries and schools. In only
one year, she moved five times until her mother found their own apartment. Although
these changes might seem to be negligence on the part of her mother, Maria explains they
were needed because of her grandmother’s medical treatment for cancer:
At the end of the fourth grade I was going to come over here, and it was a
problem, a dilemma, because I didn’t want to come. ...I didn t want to come to
Massachusetts. ...In the middle of the sixth grade I was already established here.
I finished sixth grade and spent part of the summer in Appletown, and afterwards,
I went back to Puerto Rico. I took all but a month of seventh grade in Puerto
Rico, and the rest over here. ...[W]e came back because they had to operate my
grandmother for a hernia in her esophagus. ...After the operation she kept feeling
pain, and they found cancer in her kidneys. They recently found the cancer but
were not able to remove it. Right now, she is in chemotherapy.
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...I’ve been in many schools. First I went to Marshall Mellor, then I went
to Riverside, then I went to Crombie Farm, and then I went to Jefferson Street in
North View City because we moved. ...In one year I moved five times to different
relatives’ houses while our family looked for an apartment in The Gardens.
When asked to describe that experience, she said:
At first I felt lonely because every time I changed schools I had to leave
my friends behind. I would say that my teachers were the best teachers in the
world!
...When I arrived here I had all my classes, except for two, in Spanish.
The two classes were English and Art. ...They were hard but I had a tutor.
...Sometimes I felt bad because I didn’t understand.
Jennifer also moved from Puerto Rico to the United States. For Jennifer, moving
does not seem to represent any particular hardship in her educational life. She hardly
talks about it in the interviews. Still, in the following excerpts, she talks about the
difficulty of being immersed in another language, showing the importance of this issue in
her life:
I went to school [until] fifth grade then I came here to the United States.
Over there in Puerto Rico, school was hard. ...We came from Puerto Rico to
Forestdale. It’s a little town near Cape Cod. My mom had problems over there
because we hardly knew English. We understood it but we didn’t know how to
speak. My aunt told her that they had the bilingual system here in this city and
that’s why we came here. ...It was hard at the [beginning] because I understood
[English] but I couldn’t quite talk back.
Like Jennifer, Natalia does not seem to resent the fact that during her school life
she moved six times. Both of them are very successful seniors, and they seem to have
been able to adapt to the new situations. In the following narratives, Natalia talks
anecdotally about these experiences, and she shows no concern about how they might
have affected her school life:
I was bom in Tampa, Florida. ...I have a brother [that] ...was bom in
Florida too, and my two little [brothers] were bom in Texas. I’ve lived in Florida,
Texas, and here. ... For eight years we lived down in Texas. ...The school [in
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Texas] was [called] Spring Days. ...Then we moved to another place in Texas. I
think, Houston, because we lived in Houston and Pasadena. [In] second grade, we
moved to a place called Green Valley. ...For third grade, I moved to Pasadena,
[where I went to] Woodrow Wilson Elementary School. ...For fourth grade I went
[back] to Spring Days. ...Then, for fifth grade I moved to Pasadena. ...[D]uring
my fifth [grade] year, my parents decided to move up here, and so I was taken out
in mid year. Actually, it wasn't mid year, it was in November. We moved up
here, and we were a little bit ahead [in school]. ...For the first week or two, I was
just a little bored because I already had done [the work].
...There’ve been three places that I've lived here [in Hopeville City]. The
first one was right on Pleasant St.. That was a really bad place. I remember, ...our
things got stolen right before Christmas, and that was horrible. The building was
tom down. It was that bad. ...I mean, in Texas, they don't give you an apartment
unless it's painted, cleaned, everything. Here, they don't care how they give it to
you. The rent ...here is sky high. They don't have like a good rent control here.
Not at all!
We got housing, so we moved to Elm St.. That was horrible! It was like
watching Rescue 911 or Cops in front of your house! Often times, I saw so many
beatings! It was horrible! At that time, I thought it was awesome. I thought I
was watching a movie in front of my house, but right now, [laughing] it's not
healthy for a child to see that! I lived there for like three years. Then I moved
down to Cherry Hill. ...[It was] my sophomore year when I had to move to Cherry
Hill. ...I used to walk ...from Cherry Hill all the way to Hopeville City because I
couldn't stand how quiet it was over there. ...I was begging my parents to come
back. ...Finally, we came back. Then, [laughing] I missed it over there! I never
told my parents! I was one of the main reasons they moved [back to Hopeville
City].
Natalia offers no understandable reason as to why her parents moved so many
times, but when asked why her parents moved, her answer was: “Oh, because my parents
were never stable, I guess! ...[In Texas my father] was off and on jobs.” We can only
assume that unemployment or underemployment, so pervasive among the Puerto Rican
low-income community in the United States, might have been the reason to her parents
decision to move so frequently.
In Lulu’s narratives, a different perspective about moving can be heard.
According to Lulu, she was retained in second grade because she didn t know English. In
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the following excerpts, she talks about this experience, and seems to perceive grade
retention as a direct consequence of moving to the United States:
I was bom in Ponce, Puerto Rico. In first grade my mother decided to
move to the United States. ...My mother put me in school at the beginning of
second grade. By the end of second grade, I had to stay back because I didn't
know how to speak English, or read or write in it. I had to stay back at second
grade. It was hard for me, seeing all my friends go into another grade [while I]
stayed back. ...I repeated the same grade, with the same teacher.
In Denise’s narratives, we can see another aspect of how moving to another
country might affect young women like her. For Denise, moving to the United States had
no effect in her academic life but rather in her relation with her new American neighbors:
I went to school in Puerto Rico from pre-kindergarten through somewhat
in between second and third grade. ...In Puerto Rico, everyone just went out in
the playground, everyone talked to everyone. It was a big old family. Then, I
moved to North Swansea and everyone was in their own little houses and it was
awful, and I didn’t have any friends, except one. It wasn’t a very neighborly
place. Then I moved here. It’s not as bad as North Swansea, but I still don’t
know my neighbor’s name. I never met her, since third grade. ...I don’t know her
name. ...I don’t really like it much. I wish we could all just sit there and talk, and
all be neighborly and together, but it doesn’t happen.
Alma did not mind moving from her neighborhood in New Jersey, where her
family did not feel part of it anyway. Like Maria, Alma resents leaving behind her best
friends, and in her narratives she also talks about the hardship of finding new friends in a
new neighborhood and a new school. As she explains well below, the older these young
women were when they moved to a new place, the harder it was to make new friends:
[I was bom] in Puerto Rico. We were over there for like 3 years, then we
moved to New Jersey. I went to the same school until second grade. Then I
moved to another school. ...That’s when I met most of the friends I was friend
with all the way through seventh grade. I stayed in that school from third to sixth,
and then I went to junior high. ...Seventh grade was my last year in that school
before we moved here. ...[I]n seventh grade I knew I was going to move, like near
the end, but I thought we’ll go to [the same] school for eighth grade and I’ll be
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there, but I wasn’t. I said good bye to some of my really good friends, but I didn’t
really get to say good bye to people I was really good friends with.
We moved, and my parents sold the house. We didn’t have that many
friends in the neighborhood because we were like the only Spanish people in the
neighborhood, and everybody else was Jewish. Most of them were pretty racist,
at least I think so. I wasn’t like sad for leaving. ...They didn’t exactly do
anything racist to me. It’s just that they wouldn’t talk to our family. We moved
here. We didn’t have a house yet. ...Where we live now no one is racist, but I
don’t have any friends. ...It’s not that bad because my friends don’t live far away
from here.
Eighth grade was pretty good because that was the first year I was here.
The school is really big, but is not really as big. I made friends last year. ...To
move, I think, it was harder for me than for my brother because as soon as he
moved here he had all these friends. It’s hard when you are in higher grades to
make friends because everybody has their own best friend already. So, you either
just have to find someone who just moved here to be friends with, or you just
have to somehow find a friend. ...I really didn’t like moving here because I didn’t
want to leave all my friends, but it’s by far a better place than where we used to
live. Now, I’m kind of happy that we moved.
Like most of the participants, Alma adapted successfully to her new environment,
but when asked if she could change one thing during all these years in school, Alma’s
answer was:
If I can change one thing I’ll probably choose to actually not have moved.
Well, I don’t mind living here, but like trying to be in the same school from
kindergarten to junior high because then you can know the people better. You
know people more, and being with them all through elementary school [you] can
remember what you did in the younger grades and everything. Since I don’t
really know anyone [before] eighth grade, I don’t really have a lot of memories
with them from where we were young or anything. Most of the people who are
better friends now have been friends since elementary school.

“[W]hen Yon Are in ESL You Don’t Take Classes with Anybody Else. ...YQu’re in Your
Own Groups ”: Participants’ Experiences in the TBE and ESL Programs
Seven participants talked about their experiences in the TBE or ESL program, as
well as about their feelings when integrated in the mainstream classroom. One of those
seven participants, Natalia, was misplaced in the bilingual classroom in Texas and her
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participation in the program was very short. For the rest of them? issues of segregation
and missing out on content courses such as science and social studies while in the
programs, and feeling left out or behind once integrated to the mainstream classroom,
permeated their interviews.
According to Natalia, she developed her second language skills faster than other
children and when she entered school, she did not need bilingual education. Her brother
was placed in the bilingual program and failed the grade:
In Texas, from Kindergarten through fifth, I was practically the only
Puerto Rican in that school, aside from my brother. ...You know how I look
White? Some of them thought that I was White. ...Ever since Kindergarten, I've
been in mainstream. Right? So, [when] they finally realized that I was Hispanic,
they wanted to put me in a bilingual [class] in first grade. I lasted one month in
bilingual. The teacher had to take me out. She's like, "Forget it! This girl knows
more English than I do. She doesn't need to be in here!" My brother, they put
him for one year in bilingual courses. My parents didn't know what to do about it.
That's why he failed.
Apparently in this particular school, Latino children were not screened for English
language proficiency before placing them in the bilingual education program. When
asked, if she was tested before being placed in bilingual education, Natalia’s answer was:
“I don't think so. They didn't test [me]. They just put me in there.”
In 1971, Massachusetts enacted the Transitional Bilingual Education Law,
Chapter 71, providing native language instruction for school districts with 20 or more
children whose primary language is other than English (Colon-Morera, et al., 1993). The
transitional character of the law requires that a student shall be in the program for a
maximum of three years, contradicting research on second language acquisition which
suggests six to seven years of language development for a child to be able to perform well
academically in that language (Cummins & Swain, 1986).
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The effects of early exit from bilingual programs are well described in the
narratives of Lulu, Aida, and Lisette. In the following excerpts, Lulu narrates what she
told her younger brother when he was mainstreamed. She also talks about her first
experiences in the mainstream classroom, and her feelings about it then and now, two
years after being mainstreamed:
I told him, “I understand it's hard, because when I was your age they put
me in all English, and I didn't really know!” ...Kids that were [in mainstream]
before, they knew what they were doing. ...It's all English!. Then the worst thing
[the teachers] do: put you to read to the whole class, in front of the whole class!
That's the worst thing they do! And you would be like stuck in a word, and they'll
be laughing at you. Oh God, it's embarrassing! Because you get stuck in a word,
and you try to say it, try to say it, and it won't come out. The teacher has to say it,
and they'll be laughing.
...When I went to eight grade it was all, all English. You know that in
seventh grade I just had a little bit of Spanish, like the math teacher was Spanish,
but in eight grade was all in English. All English teachers. No Spanish. It was
hard! It was hard because it was learning two languages at the same time. But
then, since eighth grade up, I have had all-English teachers.
...When I come into some classrooms, like in Chemistry, when I'm going
there I don't know nothing, nothing, nothing, because the teacher doesn't talk
Spanish, and she can't explain to me in Spanish. So I'll be like, “My God!”
...There's a Puerto Rican student sitting next to me. Sometimes she understands,
and we talk to each other, back and forth, about the whole work. ...There's only
two Puerto Ricans in Chemistry, so it's hard for us, because sometimes we don't
understand what she's saying. I have to put my head down, and start thinking
what she have said. ...I would be like, “My God! What am I going to do now?”
Sometimes, I raise my hand and that's how I resolve it. I'll be like, “I don't
understand this!” She'll be like, “What part don't you understand?”, and she has
to repeat. I could see that sometimes she gets mad, and I told her, “I understand, I
understand!”, but I really don't understand.
Aida also talks about her experiences in the mainstream classroom. Like Lulu,
sometimes she can’t understand what teachers are saying in the classroom. This is how
she describes it:
I was in the bilingual program for one more year, and then I switched to
the regular program. ...Sometimes I don’t understand what they say [in the
classroom]. Many times I tell [the teachers], and other times I just keep quiet. I
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never ask. When I don’t understand I try to figure it out by myself. I never ask in
front of other students. Teachers have always asked me, “Why don’t you ask?” I
always asked them when they are alone.
Although Aida found it hard to switch to the mainstream classroom, she feels
good about that change. This is probably because she perceives the bilingual program as
a special program, where you don’t take the same classes as the rest of the students:
I felt good, like a normal student because most of the students had
different classes than mine. I always felt we were something special. I always
said that the classes were not the same, that we were in a special class.
In Lisette’s narratives, we find a young woman reflecting on her experiences in
the bilingual program in Connecticut. Of all the participants, she is the most selfconscious about the academic problems she confronted as a bilingual student. In the
previous section, she told us how being in the bilingual program was like being in
“another different world” because they were not given the same classes as the mainstream
peers. In the following excerpts, she describes her experiences in the mainstream
classroom as a struggle, when she was trying to perform as well as her mainstream peers.
Like Lulu, she talks about how mainstream students knew more than she did about the
subject matter content. Unlike Lulu, she knows that the cost of that gap was to be placed
in the lower level of academic grouping:
That was a hard experience that I’m still dealing with today because when
I got switched to mainstream I noticed, and I felt, that the other kids knew things
that I didn’t know because during that time, from third grade to fifth grade, the
teachers concentrated more on teaching us English, and my academic work was
good but they did not concentrate on that as much as trying to teach us English. I
got switched after four years and I felt myself lost because the other kids were
way ahead of me. They knew things that I could not know and at that point I got
switched to a low level because of that same reason: I didn’t know as much as
they did. From that time until now, I feel like everything I know I’ve learned by
myself. I mean, whatever they taught me I learned, but whatever I felt that I
missed during the years that I was trying to learn English I feel that I tried to catch
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up by myself because nobody was able to notice that. It’s a hard thing to tell
people because they don’t take you seriously. It’s a very hard thing because while
other kids are at some stage, I’m still dragging up that stage that I did not go
through, and trying to get by every day, and trying to get the knowledge that other
kids have. That’s been my biggest struggle up to now with my school work. ...At
first, I missed out a lot in math and science because I don’t remember touching a
science book until sixth grade. I don’t remember having science. I remember
having math classes but dumb classes, really, really easy classes. ...I was able to
catch up fast. Even if they didn’t teach me a lot, I was able to analyze things. But
science, it took until this year to really get it in science. I had no sense of what
science was. The teachers did not help a lot. They didn’t help at all. They just
teach the class. I was really lost. ...I never talked to anybody about it.
For Juana, the early transition to the mainstream classroom affected her grades.
In the following passages, she describes how the TBE program worked at her elementary
school. Juana believes that her academic experience in the bilingual program was good
because she learned two languages:
In my fourth grade, Ortiz was my homeroom teacher. Math, I took it in
English. Science, I took in Spanish. Half of the classes were in English and half
in Spanish. ...It was good because at the same time I was learning English and
Spanish. Two of my teachers were Puerto Ricans, and one of them was
American. ...In fifth grade, they change me to all English. ...I had Mrs. Bates, and
I had all my classes with her. In sixth grade I only had one class in Spanish for
half of the year, and I used to have all A’s. So that’s why they change me [to
mainstream].
...When I was in the bilingual program my grades were real high. They
were all A’s, and when I went to the other classrooms they were going down, a lot
of C’s, D’s.
For Juana, lower grades is the price she paid for switching from one program to
another and, when asked, she hints that her first language is the reason for her difficulties
adapting to the mainstream classroom: “Probably because Spanish was my language, and
probably I learned more [in Spanish].”
Like other participants, Juana has mixed evaluations of the TBE program. In the
above narrative, she admits how it was a good experience to learn two languages, but
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once switched to mainstream, she would not consider going back to TBE. When she got
lower grades in the mainstream program because of language difficulties she did not
complain about it. When asked to explain, she says: “[Bjecause I didn’t like to be in the
Spanish classes.” These seeming contradictions will be explored in Chapter 7 in more
detail.
Maria is in the ESL Program at Appletown Junior High School. Although the
Appletown Public School System provides TBE for elementary school students, there is
no such service at the junior high school level. In the previous section, Maria talked about
participating in the TBE program. In the following excerpts, she talks about the
importance of the ESL program in hers, and her peers’, educational life. She also talks
about missing content courses like science and social studies:
Almost all the people who take ESL with me are nice. ...I have one friend
who is Arabian, three who are Cambodian, two from Vietnam, three or four from
China, and the rest are Puerto Rican. [I have met all my friends] through the ESL
program. ...Every once in a while, new students come in that don’t even know
how to say “hi”, and at least I can help them.
...Iam now at level one [in the ESL program]. The first level [is] basic
things. The second level is more difficult because it includes conversation and
grammar. ...[In] ESL Reading with Ms. Perez in A-8, we read stories and answer
questions about it. ...I visit A-8 a lot. I go there three times a day. ...In writing,
with Mrs. Perez, we do exercises. Sometimes we go to the computer lab. In the
Writing Lab we write stories. [The teacher reads us a story] and we write it in our
own words. ...In Writing, we study grammar because you have to have good
grammar to be able to read and write. ...I take grammar with Mrs. Abbott, and we
do exercises from a book. ...In Grammar we need to know how to read and write.
So, I say it’s all the same. ...Separately we are learning more because what we
don’t learn in Grammar we learn in Writing.
...I don’t take science, nor social studies, nor another language. ...I took
science last year, and with my ESL classes this year my schedule was full.
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According to Amparo, she participated in the first ESL program in her elementary
school. In the following narrative, she talks about how ESL helped her refresh her
English after a year back in Puerto Rico:
I think it was the first ESL program but it was not really that good. It was
just like everybody from all different countries, and [the teacher] didn’t know any
other languages. I think I was doing really good in that grade. I kind of forgot
English and knew more Spanish now, so I had to learn everything again, but I was
way more advanced than everybody else that just came for the first time. We
didn’t even have a classroom. It was like in the auditorium.
Most of Amparo’s neighborhood friends are in the ESL program, and she sees the
program from her own perspective as a mainstream student in Appletown Junior High
School. What Maria describes as taking three classes together in the same classroom,
Amparo sees as segregation from the rest of the school students. She talks also about her
experiences and feelings toward the program, including the assessment test she seems to
know by heart after taking it so many times:
...The people who live around me are in standard or other levels, or still in
ESL for the last ten years, and they still don’t get moved up because when you are
in ESL [you] don’t take classes with everybody else. ...You’re in your own
groups. You’re in a completely different schedule. [I] barely ever see them.
They have to [stay] as a group. They’re always together.
That’s why I hated ESL. That’s why I didn’t want to be in ESL in seventh
grade. Sixth grade was my last year because I really didn’t need it. They put me
in still, but I found it was really easy. They give you little tests with pictures, the
little circle families, and you have to find pairs to choose. They give you the
same test to see what level you’re in. In each school I would come in, they’d give
me the ESL test and I already knew [the answers]. It’s still the same test now!
I want to finish this section with excerpts from Jennifer’s interviews to stress the
importance of bilingual educational programs for Puerto Rican students in the United
States. Although most participants shared their difficulties as participants in these
programs, they also talked about the benefits of the program in easing the transition to a
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new country. Jennifer’s narrative reflects this perspective well. After all, her family
moved to Hopeville City because of the bilingual program in the schools:
I had Mrs. Lyons and Mr. Rosario. They were pretty good. I always
remember them because they helped me a lot. They used to stay after school, and
they used to go over my homework with me to make sure I understood every
single word. It was hard at the [beginning] because I understood but I couldn’t
quite talk back. I wasn’t the only new person there. There were like five more.
That’s how I knew my best friend because she also came from Cidra, Puerto Rico.
...You stayed in the classroom all day long. They had different sections
like Spanish. They had like Campeones little books. They had different books
and they’ll be different steps of Spanish, and then the same with English books.
Math was kind of easy for me because in Puerto Rico I was ahead. ...The system
over there is like a year ahead the system here, except for English of course.
Jennifer not only offers a positive view of her own experiences in the bilingual
program in her elementary school years. She also mentions the dedication of bilingual
teachers in City High School: “Those teachers from the bilingual program, they’re so
nice! They help [the students]. They’re always there for the kids.”

“I Feel Proud of Myself Recause Everybody is Dropping Out of School this Year. Other
Girls are Getting Pregnant, and I Am Still in School”: Perspectives of the Dropout
Problem
Dropping out of school continues to be the most pressing educational issue among
Puerto Rican and other Latino students (Nieto, 1995). The dropout rate is about 29.4%
for Latino students, and the number is usually higher among Puerto Ricans. Studies have
revealed a myriad of reasons to explain the dropout crisis, including the socioeconomic
conditions of students’ lives (Meier & Stuart, 1991), the cultural discontinuities between
home and school (Au & Kawakami, 1994), alienation of school curriculum and culture
(Walsh, 1991), and the lack of social and economic rewards for achieving high school
graduation (Frau-Ramos & Nieto, 1993). In this study, seven participants talked about
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the dropout issue, and their narratives expose how dropping out of school seems to be an
educational choice among participants living in the city, and how problems at home are
understood by these young women as the number one reason to leave school. In this
section these issues will be explored in more details.
When the narratives are closely examined, it becomes clear that two different
perspectives are shared by the participants. On the one hand, for participants living in
suburban Appletown, dropping out of school is a remote issue about which they have
little to say. When asked, Alma, Denise, and Maria expressed their lack of experiential
insights on the issue. Only Amparo and Lisette talked about how once they might have
entertained the idea of dropping out of school because of some problems with a teacher or
school boredom, but that mostly dropping out is not an academic choice in their lives.
On the other hand, all five participants from Hopeville City did talk about the dropout
problem. They understand first hand the experience, either because they know someone
who has dropped out or because they have considered it at some point in their educational
lives. Their narratives show how dropping out is, indeed, an educational choice in the
city, even for successful students like them, and for youngsters like Natalia and Jennifer,
who are college-bound students. In the following excerpts, we will learn about their
experiences as they or their peers considered the possibility of leaving school at one time
or another, and how problems at home are the most likely trigger for that decision. We
will also learn how they believe the schools should play a more aggressive role in helping
students with problems such as theirs, and specific strategies that might help.
It is not surprising that participants see problems at home as the cause for
dropping out. These young women are reflecting about their everyday life, and it is from
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this perspective that they offer their insights. Although they understand how larger
societal issues such as discrimination have an impact on their education, they do not seem
to identify these larger issues as immediate causes for what they consider an individual
decision-making process such as dropping out of school.
I would like to start with Aida, since her narrative sums up a gendered vision of
the dropout problem in an urban environment, where dropping out of school and getting
pregnant are realities interwoven somehow in the everyday lives of young women:
I feel proud of myself because a lot of people are dropping out of school
this year, other girls are getting pregnant, and I am still in school. I feel good
about myself, especially when I see those other girls. ...I’ve had many friends that
had to drop out of school to take care of their children. Others, I imagine, [left
school] because of problems at home. ...I know one girl that has twins and is
pregnant again, and she got out of school because she couldn’t handle it with the
kids. That’s not right. ...I think that’s bad because they are too young to have
children. Since they are dropping out of school now, they will not have anything
to offer them later.
When Aida was asked about recommendations for school to address the dropout
problem, she asserted that problems at home are the primary reason to leave school, and
those problems should be addressed with the students as well as with their parents:
I would talk to them if they were having problems because a lot of the
time people dropped out because of problems at home. I would talk to their
parents. ...They say graduating from high school is not enough to get a job,
imagine having just a GED.
As explained in Chapter 5, Jennifer is a highly successful senior at City High
School and she already has been admitted to a small private college. For this reason, it is
surprising to hear what happened to her during her junior year, when she considered the
possibility of dropping out of school after she came back from surgery and fell behind in
her academic work. The following passages should serve as a reminder to educators of
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the importance of continuously providing opportunities for students to express their
feelings and academic frustrations before these interfere with academic success. This is
particularly true in urban schools, where successful students like Jennifer always know
someone who dropped out of school, making that decision just another choice in their
educational path. These are her words:
...[Ljast year I had surgery and when I went back to school I was so left
out because I was so far behind. I just felt like I have to drop out. I was stressed
out. It was funny because I always remember a friend of mine. ...I was in sixth
grade and it was her last year. She was a senior, and in November she dropped
out. I was like, “How can you drop out [after] you’ve been almost twelve years of
your life [in school]?,” and she was like, “I cannot take it no more.” ...[S]he had a
baby and she didn’t have a baby sitter. ...She had problems with her husband.
She had a full schedule and she had a lot of homework every day. She said she
couldn’t take it no more. ...I was wondering how could that happen, and then
when that happened to me I was like, “Oh my God. It’s so easy to feel like
dropping out of school.”
When asked to discuss the reasons why students drop out of school Jennifer
answered:
...[T]he reason people drop out is because they either have no
communication with their parents, or they hardly communicate with anybody else,
or they have drug problems. They just have so many problems that they just can’t
handle them. So the first thing that comes to their mind is that their education is
getting in their way. ...There are a lot of options for kids [in school]. They are
stupid to just drop out. I could tell them to take the GED, but still it won’t be the
same.
Like many of the participants in this study, Jennifer believes that after-school
programs might help students with their academic work before it becomes a deterrent to
staying in school:
...If I were the counselor I’d just do anything to keep students in school
because their education is more important than just the streets. I would give them
places where you can go after school and get help with your homework. That’s
tutorials.
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Natalia and Lulu also talk about considering the possibility of dropping out of
school because of family problems. In Natalia’s case, her older brother was arrested and
they were having a difficult time with him. Like Jennifer, she is mature enough to
overcome those feelings and to stay in school:
I remember last year, when I didn't want to keep on going to school, I
wanted to quit school. I was so fed up with the homework, the pressure at home,
...with my brother, the older one, he was really a big problem. ...Everything was
going wild, so I just wanted to drop out. ...I was really, I guess, depressed. We
were going to counseling because in my sophomore year my brother was arrested.
...I knew I wasn't going to do it because ...of my parents. They would forbid me
to get out [of school]. ...I know without an education you can’t go anywhere.
Now, I’m very happy I stayed in school.
...I think it’s very, very important to have an education. Some kids, they
just drop out. Some kids have kids and drop out, and it’s awful. It’s so awful. I
feel sorry for them.
Natalia’s suggestions for schools are:
I’d talk to [the student] and see what the problem is. If he has a problem,
try to help him. I think communication is a good way. ...I’ll be going up to that
person and say, “What’s the problem? Are you having a difficult situation at
home?” I’ll be very direct to the student. ...You have to ...get tutoring after school
to be possible for him to get good grades. If the difficult situation is at home get
him into activities in school where he’d feel confident on himself, so he can help
himself through the situation. ...Get him involved because the student has to really
get involved so he can get to like school, so he can fit in.
...I think [counselors] shouldn’t let themselves be so involved in just
giving students information, and be involved in students’ life. ...I think that
counselors need to stick to counseling, because in school the counselors are just
there for giving out information. They don’t counsel! ...I think that counselors, if
their title is counselor, counsel! ...[I]f a student has a difficult situation, they
should have enough confidence to go down to the counselor, and just be a friend.
There have been times when I want to talk to somebody about something difficult
in school, and who do I have to go? To my teacher! I’ll like to go to a counselor,
[but] I don’t feel confident with him.
Lulu’s case provides the best opportunity to explore the issue of problems at home
as the reason affecting the possibility of dropping out of school. At the time of the
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interviews, her closest friend, Nitza, had just run away from home and dropped out of
school. In the following passages, she talks about her own experiences:
I was about nine when I wanted to drop out of school. ...I used to have
problems with my father. I didn't want to live at home anymore. I was confused.
...I used to argue a lot with my father. ...I used to get mad, and then I didn't want
to go to school, or home. Every time I came home I was like, “Home again!” I
was like, “I don't even want to go through that door”, or when I went to school, I
didn't want to talk to nobody. I was quiet. I used to go to the classrooms, [and]
put my head down. ...The only one that noticed it was Nitza. Nitza was like,
“What's wrong with you?” I said, “Nothing, nothing”. One day we took a walk,
and sat down by the river. She was like, “Talk to me.” I started talking to her. I
told her everything I had to say. ...I felt better! A whole lot better! ...I didn't
realize it in that moment, but then I started thinking of myself. I started thinking
of my mother.
...I think that when children have problems at home they want to leave
from their house. So, when they want to leave from their house if they go to
school, the mother is going to get them there. So, they think before they do
anything: [if] they’re going to leave they have to leave school.
Lulu’s sincere words best remind us about the feelings toward school of young
people of her age. She does not exactly enjoy going to school, but she is aware of the
importance of a good education:
...Some days I feel like going to school. Some days I don't feel like going
to school, but I really want to finish school. ...I say to myself not to stay behind,
and to [become] what I want to be. I feel good about myself. I think I'm doing
good. For now, I'm doing good.
Lulu’s recommendation for school is similar to those of other participants. She
stresses the need for both counselors and teachers to play a more active role with
students:
I'll take her, or take him, to counseling. ...I think, counseling [them] about
what help [they] need, or ...to be a peer leader, where they take a lot of kids, and
they put them in a circle, and they talk about their problems to each other. To feel
free to talk to somebody that is going through the same thing, [that] they're not by
themselves in the world. ...I think the teachers should do that. If the kids need
any help, they show them that they really care. They should go to counseling with
them.
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Like Lulu, Juana talks about her contradictory feelings about school which are so
often heard among adolescents:
I don’t like school! I don’t know why I don’t like school. Sometimes I
like school. Sometimes I don’t like school. ...You know, sometimes you don’t
feel like being in school. ...Sometimes you’re just feeling like that, and I don’t
want to go to school. Sometimes ...I’ll be like, “Ah, I don’t want to be here! I
don’t want to be here!”, but sometimes I think, “I want to be here. I want to stay.”
Although normal, these contradictory feelings seem to have a different
connotation within the urban context. Let me explain. In Chapter 5, Juana referred to her
mother as the reason for not dropping out of school. This is not the only time she referred
to dropping out. On the contrary, several times in her narratives, dropping out is referred
to as just one choice among others in her educational path. For example, when I asked
Juana about grade retention, she talked about a friend of hers who has been retained
several years. When she was asked to tell more about the experiences of this young
woman, this is what she said:
Well, she used to fight a lot in school. She was always being suspended
there. She still fights. She’s eighteen years old and she’s in tenth grade. ...She’s
eighteen, she can drop out. ...Her mother doesn’t tell [her] anything. It’s up to
her. [If] she wants to drop out, she’ll drop out. If she wants to keep going to
school, she’ll keep going to school. It’s up to her.
For Juana, dropping out of school is clearly a choice among others for her friend
to decide. After all, dropping out is a choice that one of her friends already chose in her
life. When she talks about her friend who dropped out in eight grade, pregnancy and
living on of welfare benefits are two related themes presented in her narratives. Similar
to Aida’s narratives, I see in Juana’s response a sense of gendered fear about pregnancy
as the inevitable consequence of dropping out of school:

117

...I had a friend and she was going to school. She was in eighth grade.
She just wanted to drop out, and I used to like that girl. I used to just want the
best for her. I wanted her to go to college with me, same school, but she dropped
out. She didn’t want to listen to me. She didn’t want to listen to her mother.
Now, she’s pregnant. She has one kid and [is] pregnant again. She’s probably like
fifteen. ...I felt bad because I really cared for her, but, hey, I tried my best. I tried
to help her and she didn’t listen to me. ...She’s nothing. What’s she doing?
Collecting welfare? That’s nothing in life, nothing.
In suburban Appletown, only Amparo and Lisette shared their experiences and
views about the dropout problem. As explained before, during the interviews the other
three participants did not show any awareness of the problem, or at least, they chose not
to talk about it.
In the following excerpts, Amparo talks about students who dropped out of
school. There is a sense of concern and fear, alienation perhaps, from that experience:
There’s a couple of people in my school who have dropped out and they
usually come back later. Either they come back, or they end up with couple of
kids and then they never get to come back to school. ...They just don’t think that
school is going to help them in any way. Maybe their own parents dropped out of
school, or their sister dropped out of school, or their brother dropped out of
school. ...I guess they don’t think they can make it. They don’t think they can
achieve anything, or that they are not smart. ...Like a lot of people in Hopeville
City who are very poor, they see what’s going on around them and they probably
think they can’t never move out of there. I don’t want to end up like that. I know
I won’t end up like that. ...I know that a lot of people that are not doing too good,
or they dropped out, are very smart. They just don’t feel like going on. I just
don‘t want to do that.
Amparo also articulates well the fact that although as an adolescent she has
contradictory feeling about school, dropping out of school is not an educational choice for
students like her. She is the only participant who uses the word “choice” to describe
dropping out of school and, as we will see below, she uses it to describe how leaving
school is not a choice in her educational life. In the following passage, Amparo was
asked why she is in school. This is what she answered:
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Because there is not really any other choice that I have. There was never
an option for me to go out of school. It’s something that I have to do. I have to,
and I guess I like it in some kind of way. Actually, I don’t like school. I have to
do it. Sometimes I think, “I don’t want to go to school anymore. I hate it! I hate
it!,” but I still go because what would I do if I didn’t go to school? I wouldn’t go
to my mom, “Mom, I dropped out of school. Ain’t you happy for me?” She
wouldn’t be very happy. It is something that I have to do. ...I say it but I never
mean it at all. I know I won’t.
When asked for recommendations for school, Amparo emphasizes prevention at
an early age:
[I]t probably has to start from the very beginning of their schooling. They
have to feel confident about being in school and that school is going to do
something for them, and that they’re learning something from the very beginning,
learn how to like school.
Just as Natalia, Amparo also recommends that school counselors be more
involved in students’ lives:
Be more involved in the person’s life. ...Come down the level, not being
like, “I’m an adult. I know more than you and I think you should do this and
that.” I think you should listen to their problems instead of telling them what to
do.
As for Lisette, when asked about the dropout issue, she talks about her own
frustrations with teachers, and focuses on the role teachers sometimes play in students’
discouragement about school:
I thought about it if I had a problem with one of my teachers. ...The
students are in school, and they are giving their work their best shot, and they
don’t deserve to be treated the way they are sometimes treated with distrust. The
teachers can discourage people so much, like they can say, “Oh, you’re really
doing bad!”
...I would tell [teachers] never to put [students] down, especially in front of
a class. They can call the students and tell them, “What’s going on?,” and if the
student is not reacting to [that], try some other way but never ever let that student
down. Even if they’re getting really mad and you can’t handle the student. ...If
the teacher finds out exactly what’s bothering the student, that teacher can have a
lot of good results. ...I’ve seen teachers take students out and do activities with
them, just to get close to students. It takes work but it’s worth it.
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“They Don’t Like Puerto Ricans Because Some People Are Prejudiced.”: Perspectives on
Discrimination
For seven participants in the study, discrimination is part of their educational
experiences in U.S. schools. They talk about the stereotypes that some teachers, White
peers, and the society at large have about them. They also talk about the added emotional
pressure they feel as Puerto Rican students. For some participants in advanced level
classes, the pressure unfolds as an urgency to prove themselves to teachers and White
peers. For others, it unfolds as feelings of alienation for not being part of the group, or
acting white to try to fit in. Still for others, it is their teachers’ lower expectations and
poor feedback what makes difficult their academic growth. Similar to the experiences of
students of color in Donaldson (1996), these young women perceive the school
environment as a place where their learning and psychosocial development are affected
by discriminatory practices.
The following narratives attest to these added educational challenges in school,
and they provide an opportunity to look at the educational needs of Puerto Rican students
that cannot be measured with any written test. They might be subtle needs, but they are
educational needs nonetheless for they are present in the daily school life of these young
women. For educators, these are challenges that need to be addressed in order to improve
the learning environments for students like them.
Juana brought up the issue of discrimination when asked about her peers at
school. She classifies her peers as either Puerto Ricans or English speakers, and she talks
in the interviews about parents and teachers who are prejudiced. In her narrative, she
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focuses on language as the key issue to understanding discrimination against Puerto
Rican students:
My friends are good. ...[M]y science class this year, it’s mostly Puerto
Ricans, and in my reading class, it’s mostly English people. So, I talk to both. I
get along with everybody. ...We’re all humans. We are the same. ...I don’t think
they feel the same about me [though]. They don’t feel the same because some
parents are prejudiced. They don’t like Puerto Ricans. I have a couple of friends
that like Puerto Ricans, and they can get along with Puerto Ricans but not their
parents. They don’t like Puerto Ricans because some people are prejudiced. ...I
don’t know why. Our color, probably. I don’t know. ...Different language.
Probably because they don’t understand Spanish, they don’t like you.
...I hate teachers that are prejudiced. Because in high school, there are
some teachers [who are] prejudiced. I’m lucky that I don’t got [any] classes with
any of them, because my friends keep telling me that they don’t like Puerto
Ricans. Probably because when you talk Spanish in class they don’t like you. I
say, “That’s your language, you know!”
In the following narrative, Juana talks contemptuously about a Puerto Rican
neighbor who does not speak Spanish.

For Juana, this neighbor just wants to be white.

Juana might not be able to discern that behavior as an expression of internalized racism,
but her comments reminds us of that reality among her peers:
Some people, they just want to be white. I got a friend, she used to live
upstairs from me and she don’t talk no Spanish! Her mother, she’s Puerto Rican
but she just wants to be like white people. I don’t know why. She doesn’t want
to be her own race.
For Natalia, as far as she can remember, her first experience of discrimination in
school was in second grade. In the following passages, she talks about her second grade
teacher and how she felt discriminated against for being Puerto Rican. It was an early
experience, and her memories of how she felt are a strong reminder of the psychological
and emotional energy it takes for students like her to navigate through their educational
lives with the added pressure of being who they are:
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...[In] second grade, we moved to a section called Green Valley, and my
second grade teacher, she did not like me. I guess because I was Puerto Rican.
You know, she didn't like my friend who was Black, so I guessed she was
prejudiced. I had a very difficult time. ...My parents came in, and they go: "Why
is it that all the teachers", you know, kindergarten, first grade, "she never had a
problem? What is it now?,” ...and then she didn't like my parents either. I just
had a very rough time in second grade with her. I cried all the time because she
would be so mean. And my other friend too. ...[S]he would give special
privileges to her White students, and to us she would leave us out. ...I never felt
comfortable with her.
At the end of the third interview, Natalia shared a story with me about her
experience in Cherry Hill, where she lived for a year. Cherry Hill is also a small city
close to Hopeville City, but its ethnic composition is mostly White of European descent,
with an increasing Latino population, mostly Puerto Ricans. As an adolescent, Natalia’s
experience in Cherry Hill focused exclusively on how she was treated by her White peers.
Her frustrations about feeling excluded from the rest of the student population, including
from other Puerto Rican students who she felt were either “acting tough” or “acting
white” in order to cope successfully in this more hostile school environment, reflect the
effect of racist attitudes among youth. Her story also shows the different ways Puerto
Rican students respond to a hostile school environment. As Natalia explains, she just
wanted to be herself:
I think I didn’t give you the information about my tenth grade in Cherry
Hill Comp.... It’s something I’d like to talk to you [about]. It’s because, see?
There were so many Anglos there. I think you can count the Puerto Ricans. ...I
felt so bad. I hated that school. I mean, it was a good school because of the
education. I think the teachers were ...more involved. ...But I think there was so
much racism towards me as a Puerto Rican. It made me feel uncomfortable
during the whole year. ...I mean, all my teachers were nice, but it was just like the
students. They have this racism over there towards Puerto Ricans. It was really
bad. The Puerto Ricans there have to be tough and stick to themselves, and have
this attitude so that they can respect them, or the Puerto Rican either had to act
like them, act white. ...I didn’t get myself in. I was just, “I’m gonna act like who
I am”, so I had a lot of problems. ...I could feel that they didn’t like me, and I
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wasn’t what they wanted. ...See? At Cherry Hill Comp.., I would always be by
myself. I walked the halls by myself. ...Lunch time, ...I just go far away and be by
myself, do my homework.
...I was really hurt by that. The fact that these people were being so racist
against me. ...People are people. You shouldn’t act like that towards a person.
You accept who they are, whoever they are. I felt like an alien, like I wasn’t from
there. ...I just felt really alienated. I didn’t like it at all. I don’t think anybody
likes to feel like that. [TJhere were various classes that I was in that I was the
only Puerto Rican. ...[Yjou’re not supposed to do this, ...not to anybody.
Like Natalia, Jennifer has experienced racist attitudes from her peers in high
school. In the next excerpts, she reflects about her experiences as a Puerto Rican student
entering the advanced level course classroom. These are the classrooms where the ethnic
composition of the school changes drastically. Although the Latino student population in
City High School is larger than the White student population, in advanced level courses
Jennifer is still the exception rather than the norm:
I feel different from everybody else. I am so proud of my culture. I
always enter a classroom, and whenever I enter, they’re all American, and they
always stare at me. ...Even though I am friendly, they’re always scared of me.
They are always scared because, you see, Hispanics, they are always like
screaming down the hall and singing down the hall. So they get just so afraid
because they are so kept into their world. Then, when they see me enter the room
they are like, “Do you need help?” So, I’m like, “No, thank you.” They treat me
different, I guess.
For Jennifer being successful in school also means the added pressure of dealing
with who she is. In Jennifer’s case, what is more important is that her experiences in
school do not occur in a vacuum. They are part of what she has experienced in the larger
society as well. In the following narrative, Jennifer tells about her experiences in a small
town in the east coast of Massachusetts, where Puerto Ricans are the target of direct racial
remarks. This is what happened to Jennifer shortly after her arrival from Puerto Rico:
We came over here on June 30th ...and we were staying in my uncle’s
house. My aunt has dark colored skin, and there were these Portuguese people
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living downstairs and they were very prejudice. They always complained [about
us], and we never did anything. Because we were Puerto Ricans and we were in
their town, [and] they didn’t like it. ...I still go over there to visit them, and some
of them look at me as if I were from outer space or something. I think it’s sad
because my cousin, she’s dark skinned like my aunt, and once we went to this
store [where a man] goes, “Why don’t you go back to your place?”, and I was
like, “Well, we live here.” He’s like, “No, you guys are invading our town.” My
aunt went like, “Why are you [saying] this to my daughter?” He was like, “Well
you all go back to Puerto Rico from where you came from. You don’t belong
here,” and my mom got so mad! My mom told him, “I don’t know what are you
talking about because the Indians were here before you came.” The man ...just
left the store.
When Jennifer reflects about the incident, this is what she has to say:
We are all the same. We are just different cultures and from different
backgrounds, but we are all the same. We have blood. We are made of skin and
bones. ...There’s no difference at all. I was so mad! ...I was so angry because I’m
not used to that prejudice. Over there, [in Puerto Rico], everybody gets along.
Jennifer was bom and raised in Puerto Rico until the age of ten. She brings with
her a socio-cultural frame of reference where race relations are different from those in the
United States. Let me explain. In Puerto Rico, the cultural deployment of racism is not
dichotomized, as it is in the United States (Denton and Massey, 1989). Puerto Ricans do
not have either/or racial categories from which to choose an identity, but diverse ones.
That is to say, in the Island, people identify themselves as either blacks, triguenos,
morenos, mulatos, jabaos, indios, or whites. For example, Denton and Massey (1989) in
an analysis of 1980 Census data found that "43 percent of Puerto Ricans see themselves
as neither black nor white". Therefore, the deployment of racism among Puerto Ricans is
affected by this particular socio-cultural construction of race. On the one hand, social
practices are different from those in the United States for neither neighborhoods nor
schools are rigidly racially segregated, nor do people of color confront overt racism such
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as experiencing being looked at in a certain way or being watched as if the color of their
skin determined an inferior/criminal essence from which they cannot escape.
On the other hand, race is interwoven with class in Puerto Rico. People of color
are overrepresented in low socio-economic neighborhoods, as whites are over-represented
in middle class ones. Still, it is possible for people of color to become of "lighter skin" as
they climb the class ladder (Comas-Diaz 1989). Of course, to be able to climb the class
ladder people of color need to overcome the multiple limitations the intersection of class
and race impose upon them.
There is only one exception. Black Puerto Ricans with darkest colored skin have
quite a different experience. As Jorge (1986) explains, black Puerto Ricans, called
prieta/o, negra/o or molleta/o, construct a racial identity early in their life similar to
African Americans, and suffer the consequences of being the blackest ones of all and
experience racism in more concrete ways.
For Jennifer, that socio-cultural frame of reference informs her understanding of
race relations, and makes her experiences in the United States quite disturbing and
difficult to grasp. Still, as a bicultural young woman, Jennifer is well aware of racist
attitudes toward Puerto Ricans in the United States, and the stereotypes this society
imposes upon them. As she explains in the following excerpt, she is also aware that the
only way to break away from those stereotypes is to become successful:
I’m always thinking about becoming successful. Like people are always
saying the stereotypes. They say, “All Puerto Ricans don’t do good. They are all
lousy,” so I see myself studying and stubborn. I want to show them that I can
[make] it too.
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In Appletown High School, the experiences of Amparo and Denise in the
advanced level classes are similar to those of Jennifer. In the following passages,
Amparo elaborates about those experiences and reflects upon the meaning of being a
Puerto Rican student among mostly White peers. In her narrative, the theme of proving
yourself in order to gain respect and acceptance from peers and teachers can be better
apprehended. She is good at explaining how students like her feel alienated in the
classroom, with no friends to share the academic work. Moreover, she also talks about
her experiences in school sports. Again, the emotional and psychological effects of these
experiences during the school day should be taken very seriously when assessing the
needs of these students at school:
When you’re a certain culture there’s a stereotype that comes with it, and
you always have to kind of break to them that you’re not those stereotypes, and it
takes a while for them to learn it because you have to prove yourself first for them
to be able to [see] you at the same level that everybody else. ...Sometimes I get
mad because people expect you to be one way, and it’s kind of hard to prove them
otherwise. ...In all my advanced classes it’s either me or somebody else.
[Minorities] are all in standard, and I’m the only one [in advanced]. I feel like I
have to prove myself. I guess they think that I don’t think. When you first come
to a grade, if you look in certain way the teacher thinks, “Oh, she’s a good
student,” but I guess they don’t know what to think of me. I have to kind of prove
myself for them to know, “Oh, she’s a good person. I can trust her.” ...It makes
you disadvantaged because they think you’re not going to make it through
advanced level.
...If you’re in a group [of students] they don’t let you do anything because
they think you’ll mess up, or they watch everything you do, or they don’t know
how to act around you, just in case they say something wrong. I don’t like most
people who are in the advanced level because they feel they’re so superior to
everybody else. ,..[N]one of the people there are my friends. We don’t live in the
same place. We live like completely different. They live in The Forest or in The
Hills, and I live in Valleycrest\ They’re different neighborhoods.
...In sports, most of all girls in sports are Whites in our school. You have
to be extremely talented, better than the average to make it into sports. I know a
friend who is Puerto Rican and another girl, she’s the one from South Africa, we
all tried out and we were the only three not to make it, and we all knew we were
better than other people but we were the only three not to make it. All that didn’t
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make it were the minorities. ...Maybe because [the coaches] know their families.
They live around the same neighborhood, and they know them. They know what
they can do. You have to kind of prove yourself more. ...That’s why I don’t do
sports in the school.
For Denise, what seems to bother her most in school is teachers’ subtle concerns
about her academic abilities when they find out her ethnic background. Again, she is one
of the few Puerto Rican students in advanced level courses. As she explains, her teachers
seem to look at her as different but not in a bad way. Still, this is a recurrent experience
she needs to deal with as a Puerto Rican student every school year:
Since I’m in advanced, most of their students would be Anglo people.
Since I’m Puerto Rican, they might think that I need a little while to get into
thinking in the class. I think they take me as different in not a bad way, just
different. I know by the end of the first week they are like, “Oh, forget it. She’s
fine.” It’s not a big thing, but I’m sure it goes through their minds. ...[I]n seven
out of my eight classes I am the only Hispanic. I mean, it’s different. They have
to think something, ...“Maybe she doesn’t get my way of teaching. Maybe she’s
not in sync with the school.” ...It’s so natural. My God! I know they do it. ...I
think it’s only natural because since I’m Puerto Rican I may speak a different
language. I may think totally different. I may not even know what they’re talking
about. Once I talk to them, just my talking is enough for them to know, “Wait a
second. She’s fine. Forget it. She doesn’t need any special help.”
When asked for recommendations for schools, Denise suggests the following
changes:
Let’s say, make social studies with not just American culture. Let each
people either choose what culture they want to learn or [learn about] their own
culture. I think they should have like assemblies, ...just small assemblies for one
grade, and they can all sit and talk about any racial issue, ...like once every two
weeks or once a month. I think that would be really good because people would
be able to listen to other people, and would be able to talk and get information.
That would be better.
...[T]he teachers are usually Anglo. Unfortunately, but they are. I would
like more variety in my teachers’ classes. ...I think having only Anglo teachers
doesn’t give me a variety of perspectives. ...It doesn’t give experience to deal with
Indians’ point of view, Native Americans’ point of view, Hispanics’ point of
view, African American, Japanese. Having a different teacher from a different
ethnic [group], ...I would have so much variety. It would be so much better! ...I
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know someone in the high school, in tenth grade, he’s Afro American and he
teaches history in the African American point of view. I think that’s wonderful!
Throughout the interviews, Lisette compares her educational experiences in
Appletown with those in a big city in Connecticut, where the student population is more
diversified. Those earlier experiences with diversity in another school setting make her
more aware of the subtleties of the deployment of race relations in everyday life at
Appletown High School. In the following narrative, she reflects about racial segregation
in the school, and how she understands Latino students are perceived and treated
differently within the school. Her feelings of alienation as a Puerto Rican student in a
mostly White suburban school can be really apprehended in these excerpts:
When we got here we came from a big city. ...It’s one of the 5 biggest
cities in Connecticut. The student population that dominated was Hispanics and
Blacks, and then Whites. When I came to this town, ...it turns out that here it was
White dominated, and it was really, really horrible. I walked into the lunch room
my first day and it was Hispanics on one side, Whites on the other, Asians on the
other, and Blacks on the other. There was this separation that you cannot miss. I
walked all over the school, wherever my classes were and people ignored me.
There was my English class. I was the only person of color. They were all
Whites, and I did not ever talk to [anyone] in that class. When I moved here that
was the first thing that I noticed. I noticed how segregated people were.
...[T]he school here talks a lot about racism, and it’s a subject that really
bothers me because they are like, “Oh, we want to stop racism. We want to deal
with the problems,” and they don’t! I mean, some things go by their faces that
have to be a racist thing and they run away from it. They run away from the
problems. They deny things, and I don’t think that’s a good thing.
[My] experience here has gotten better in the sense that I care more about
my education but it’s gotten worst in terms of my social life and the way I see
other people. I don’t see them as friendly people.
...The White kids, I think that they have a lot of options. They feel they
have a lot of power, and they separate themselves from other people. ...[I]n our
culture, the way my parents taught me, is that for everything, you have to have
friends, ...and you have to be together in order to succeed. Even if you think you
can do things for yourself, you always need somebody to back you up. You don’t
find those kind of things here. You don’t find people that might give you a hand.
I was really shocked because I heard about it, but I could not relate myself to
those things until I was here for like a year and a half. I mean, I was noticing it
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and it was really weird. Then, one day I sat down and I was thinking about all
these things and it occurred to me that I was going through something that a lot of
people were talking about, which was some kind of racism. ...I feel like people
play with minority groups here. It’s like a game.
...One day, the police was in our school and they had found a gun. They
had three kids that they were suspicious of, and two of them were Hispanics and
one of them was White. They took them up to the station and they charged the
two Hispanics for the weapon, and the White kid got away with it, and I think the
White kid was the one who brought it to school! Things like this happen a lot. If
a kid that’s in trouble, let’s say for drugs or whatever, they make such a big deal
out of it and the kid turns out to be a minority. While when the White kids do it,
it’s a secret to everyone. You can’t talk about it. It’s really wrong to talk about it,
and if it’s a Black kid or Hispanic, the newspapers in the school, the police are all
over the school. ...[I]t’s really stupid.
You can see the same thing happening with the teachers. ...Here, like the
whole class is White and there’s like one Hispanic. So, they treat you different.
...You can see them really close to White kids, and when it comes to a minority
it’s like they back away from you. They don’t trust you enough or they put you
down in many ways. They can put you down for not writing a good paper. If a
White kid doesn’t write a good paper, they get complements, “You didn’t write
such a good paper but your structure was good.” They get so many compliments.
[To Hispanics], they might say that you didn’t study, “You just did it right now,”
even if you did it the night before. “It doesn’t make sense.” That’s the biggest
excuse, “It does not make sense. I don’t understand it. Write it in the computer
lab.” The White kids, mostly the males, just write it down by hand. We have to
go to the computer lab! ...This happened in one of my English classes, the teacher
commented on this girl’s paper, ...and it said, “It’s a great job but you need to
improve your writing skills,” or, “You need to improve your spelling.” My paper
was better and we got the same grade. ...My paper, a lot of people read it and they
compared them, and my paper was better. Mine said, “It doesn’t make sense.
Your spelling is bad.” It said something really, really bad about the paper. I
mean, everyone who read it was like, “Wow! How can he write this to you?” I
can’t remember right now what he [wrote]. It said, “It’s confusing. Your spelling
is bad.” It was a word and it was really bad. I can’t remember. All my friends
were shocked. They were up to him and they were like, “Why did you write that
on her paper?” It was unfair of him to write that.
Lisette’s feelings of alienation are very strong, and when asked to compare her
educational experiences as a Puerto Rican student with those of her White female peers,
she is quick to answer:
Compared to Anglo girls, it affects me because there’s a feeling of
rejection from everyone else. ...If you take a person from anywhere, like a student
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or a teacher, who does not know you or does not know the other [Anglo] girl, they
automatically choose the girl because they don’t know you, and they’d rather trust
somebody of their own kind. ...They automatically, just because of the
stereotypes that we have, not a lot of people trust Hispanics, they’re going to trust
the Anglo girl. ...Anyone who hears the word Hispanic would need to get to
know you to really say, “She’s a good person.” Otherwise, “She’s one of the
rest.”
Lisette’s experiences in her English class documents well the reality of teacher’s
lower expectations and poor feedback among Puerto Rican students, particularly for
female students (Vazquez-Nutall, & Romero Garcia, 1989; & American Association of
University Women, 1992). These experiences are a reminder of how pervasive those
issues are in school, and in Chapter 7 I will discuss the need to address those issues
among teachers and other school personnel.
I would like to end this section with an excerpt from Aida’s interviews because
her definition of the stereotypes of Puerto Rican in U.S. society is more shocking than
those of other participants. In Aida’s narratives, a stronger voice, denouncing and
expressing frustration toward stereotypes and discrimination, can be heard:
Americans, and other people, always think that all Puerto Ricans are the
same,... that they are the worst people in the world. Many people who aren’t
Puerto Rican make an image of them, or of the Latinos, a very sloppy image, that
they can’t do certain things, that they are always on welfare taking money from
other people, that Puerto Ricans are dirty, but so many are not. ...All Americans
think that the Puerto Ricans, because they’ve seen two or three like that, all of
them are like that: that they can’t work; ...that they live stealing.
In the next chapter, the implications of these experiences in the educational lives
of these young women will be reviewed and recommendations for schools will be
outlined.
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Summary
In this chapter, I examined four themes that were shared by the participants as
challenges either they or their peers face in school. First of all, moving from one place to
another seems to be a thread that weaves throughout most of the participants’ interviews.
Issues of loneliness and confronting a new language and culture in school were described
by most participants in the interviews. For some participants, their parents eased the
transitions, while for others it was their TBE or ESL teachers who played that role at this
significant point of their educational life.
Second, the contradictory feelings toward ESL and TBE programs have been
examined as well in this chapter. Although these educational programs made possible a
smooth transition to a new culture and language for these young women, program
limitations such as early exit, segregation, and overemphasis on English language
acquisition are seen by the participants as affecting their academic life.
The third common problem identified by most participants was the dropout
problem. Their insights about this issue as well as their recommendations for school
were highlighted in this chapter. A close analysis of the narratives showed a tendency
among participants living in the city to see dropping out as one choice among others in
their educational life. This perspective was not found among participants living in the
suburb.
Finally, discrimination as lived and perceived in schools and the society at large
was considered in the last section of the chapter. Participants reflected about stereotypes,
and how they are perceived by many White teachers and peers. The effects of their
awareness of prejudice among these young women is reflected in the way they described
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the added pressure they feel to prove themselves, particularly in advanced level courses,
and on their feelings of alienation in the mostly White classroom. The implications of
these findings will be explored in the next chapter.

132

CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION

Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative in-depth phenomenological interview study was to
explore the educational experiences of ten Puerto Rican female students in U.S. public
secondary schools. Two sets of research questions have served as guiding principles for
this study. The first set of questions focused on their lived experiences as young Puerto
Rican women growing up and going to school, and the factors affecting their lives and
academic achievements. The second set of questions focused on the problems they have
in common as Puerto Rican female students in the United States. These questions guided
the thematic analysis of the interviews, and common themes across the interviews were
presented as findings.
In Chapter 5, the answer to the first set of questions was introduced. Three
themes were found to define the educational experiences of Puerto Rican female students
in the United States, and they were the most significant elements in the educational
success of all the participants in the study. First of all, parents, particularly mothers, were
found to be the driving force for encouragement and achievement throughout
participants’ educational lives. Second, effective teachers were found to be those who
respected and affirmed in concrete ways their cultural and linguistic diversity in schools.
Third, all participants defined college education as their foremost educational goal.
These themes represent a common thread among all narratives, and their significance in
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defining new strategies to improve the learning conditions for students like them will be
further explored in this chapter.
The answer to the second set of questions, regarding common problems shared by
participants in school, was addressed in Chapter Six. The following four themes defined
common challenges faced by most of the participants in school. First of all, moving from
one place to another was found to affect, in profound ways, the educational lives of eight
of the participants in this study. Second, the Transitional Bilingual Education Program
(TBE) and the English as a Second Language Program (ESL) were found to play a central
role in participants’ successful adaptation to a new cultural and linguistic school
environment, but they were also found to be afflicted by a segregated second-class status
in schools, an overemphasis on English language acquisition, and the early transition of
students to the mainstream classroom. Third, dropping out was found to be more of an
educational choice among participants living in the city, and problems at home were
found to be the number one reason to leave school. Fourth, discrimination was found to
be part of the educational experiences for most participants in this study, making them
painfully aware of the stereotypes of them by some teachers, White peers, and the society
at large. The significance of these experiences in the lives of these young women and the
implications for school improvement will be discussed below.

Fostering Models of Home-School Collaboration & Academic Support Programs
In Chapter 5, the role of parents in their daughters’ education was explored. A
close examination of the transcripts of all ten interviewees clearly showed how Puerto
Rican parents, particularly mothers, are the driving force for encouragement and
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achievement throughout their daughters’ educational lives. In all the narratives, parents
are seen as constructing high educational expectations for their daughters, and even using
their personal experiences with hardship as a motivation for their daughters to finish
school. They are their daughters’ mediators in school and, when possible, they also
provide help with their homework or pay tutors to do so. Their daughters feel encouraged
and supported by them.
Mothers, especially single mothers, are seen as playing a significant role in the
educational life of their daughters. All participants talked about their mothers as having
taught them the basics for school success, discipline and responsibility, and these mothers
are the perfect role models as some of them are pursuing their own education or have just
finished it. In the lives of Lulu and Lisette, their mothers are all of that and more for they
have played the dual role of mother and father at the same time.
In order to understand the significance of these narratives for school
improvement, the role of the family and the mother in the Puerto Rican culture deserves
some consideration. In Puerto Rican culture, the family is conceived as tightly-woven.
Family members are expected to be mutually supportive, and the role of the mother can
be described as the thread that holds the family together (Nieto & Rolon, 1997). There is
a sense of love, support, and collective responsibility for each and all members of the
family (Nieto, 1996). That is to say, the well-being of each family member as well as
her achievement, concerns, and failures belong not to the individual but to all members of
the family (Nieto & Rolon, 1997). The support that Jennifer receives from her big
brother is a good example. Although this is more an idealized notion of the family than is
the reality for most Puerto Rican families, it is still a cultural frame of reference for
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Puerto Ricans in the United States where interdependence is still highly valued (Hidalgo,
1993).
Under this cultural frame of reference, the mother is conceived as the embodiment
of all these values. With 43.9% of Puerto Rican families living in the United States
headed by women (Cordero Guzman, 1997), her role is, indeed, a complex one.
Traditionally, she has been expected to assume most child-rearing responsibilities,
including those related to the education of the children. Today, she lives in a society
where the rate of divorce and of single parent households continue to grow, thus
expanding her role to encompass most other responsibilities in the family, including those
of sole income provider and disciplinarian. Although these multiple responsibilities are
sometimes overwhelming for the Puerto Rican mother to deal with, it is evident that they
have also been a vehicle for empowerment. In this context, Puerto Rican mothers have
become strong role models for their daughters, and this is precisely what is reflected in
the narratives of these young women.
The participants of this study are proud of their mothers’ achievement in school
and at work. As Lulu says, these mothers should be given credit because they try very
hard to provide the best environment for the education of their daughters. Mothers are
positive role models, and the first implication of this study is that their role in their
daughters’ lives must be better understood and affirmed by the school system as a way to
improve the conditions that make Puerto Rican students feel welcome and supported in
school. As seen in participants’ narratives, Puerto Rican mothers already are major
partners in their children’s education. It is, therefore, necessary for schools to create
conditions to make them even more meaningful in that role. For example, Keenan,
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Willett, & Solsken (1993) have demonstrated in their research that integrating parents
into the curriculum enriches it, reduces cultural discontinuities between home and school,
and increases understanding of cultural diversity among children. Following this model,
schools must design models of parent involvement that foster parallel collaborations
between school and home, where parents could become effective curriculum partners as
well as active teachers in the classroom (Keenan, Willett, & Solsken, 1993).
In this study, it is clear that the socioeconomic conditions of the families frame
the kind of support Puerto Rican parents can provide to their daughters. Alma’s parents,
both professionals, are well aware of college entrance requirements, and this knowledge
allows them to guide their daughter more effectively to achieve her educational goal of
getting a college education. Their expectations for Alma are to participate in advanced
courses, and when she confronts difficulties with the content, they support her academic
success by either providing help with homework or paying for a tutor to do so. In other
words, they not only expect Alma to go to college, they know exactly what needs to be
done in order for her to achieve that goal. This is not true for most of the other
participants. For example, although it is clear that Juana and Lulu receive support and the
strength needed to get ahead in school from their mothers, they also explain how their
parents cannot help with homework. In the case of Natalia, a college education is the
dream of her parents, while for Alma a college education serves as the guiding principle
for their school decision-making.
The implication of the differences among these families is that they serve to
inform how Puerto Rican parents from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds have the
same commitment to their children’s education, but very different involvement. Many
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Puerto Rican parents simply cannot provide adequate academic support for their children
in secondary schools. This is well stated by Lulu and Juana in their interviews. It seems
to me that, traditionally, school systems have accepted a narrow definition of parent
involvement based on a middle-class notion where mothers volunteer their time and
expertise in their children’s classrooms (Lareau, 1987). At the same time, several studies
have demonstrated effective school programs that have been very successful at
integrating Latino parents into their curriculum, but mostly at the elementary level
(Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Keenan, Willet, & Solsken, 1993; Bermudez, 1994). In this
study, we are able to understand how Puerto Rican parents are involved in their
daughters’ secondary education in very different ways. They are seen here as storytellers
with cautionary tales about missing a good education; as coaches always pointing to the
goal of finishing high school; as sole providers working six days a week to meet their
family needs; as successful peer students taking night courses and getting their vocational
licence; as mediators advocating for their daughter’s aspirations in school; and as
dreamers visualizing their daughters with a college degree.
Unlike Alma’s parents, who are able to provide direct academic help or to pay a
tutor to teach her, the parents of Juana, Natalia, and Lulu might not be able to provide
academic support to their daughters for various reasons, but this is not because of a lack
of commitment toward their daughters’ education. Several implications for school
systems follow from this understanding. For one, schools must learn to differentiate
between parents’ commitment and involvement in their children’s education to carefully
assess the role parents can play at home and at school as collaborators, and they must
design effective interventions that supplement their contributions to their children s
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education. When possible, as explained above, curriculum partnership must be fostered
that embrace their experiences and identities in the classroom. Also, in order to
supplement parents’ contributions to their daughters’ education, at least two possible
suggestions can be outlined. First, school systems can offer homework clubs, after
school programs where students can get assistance with their academic work from tutors
and volunteer teachers. These after school programs are also strongly suggested by
Natalia and Jennifer as an effort to curtail the dropout rate among their peers. Second,
school systems can structure study halls so that tutors and volunteer teachers are available
to students during those periods for clarification of content and help with homework.
Although these programs might not be seen as viable by school administrators because
they might not have high enrollment rates, if they also provide free snacks to entice
students to attend, I believe they can make a difference in the education of a significant
number of students in school.

Understanding Students’ Lives and Affirming Their Cultural and Linguistic Diversity
The role of supportive teachers in participants’ educational experiences was also
examined in Chapter 5. It was found that effective teachers were those who respected
and affirmed participants’ cultural and linguistic diversity in schools. This finding
corresponds to other research findings that have documented how cultural differences
between Latino students and school personnel to have a major impact on their education
(Walsh, 1991; and Zanger, 1993). Cultural differences tend to marginalize the life
experiences of the students in the school and the curriculum (Bucchioni, 1982), and seem
to have negative effects in their commitment to finishing school.
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In a similar vein, participants confirm these previous findings by clearly
articulating how effective teachers for students like them are those who respect and affirm
their home language and culture. It is no coincidence then that for seven of the ten
participants, the most significant teachers in their educational lives were either Spanish as
a foreign language, or ESL, or Latinas teachers. These teachers have made a positive
impact on the educational lives of these young Puerto Rican women. The participants
perceive them as good teachers, and their commitment to affirm their students’ home
language and culture is significant for at least two reasons. First, speaking their home
language and using it as a legitimate avenue to convey knowledge and abstract thinking
have been shown to have a positive effect among Puerto Rican and other Latino students
(Lucas, Henze, and Donato, 1990). It helps them to better apprehend what is being
taught, and it ameliorates the affective dilemmas they face while negotiating the different
realities in which they live and go to school (Commins, 1989; Walsh, 1991). Second, the
fact that they can speak Spanish, or at least understand it, is an effective way to convey to
these students that they understand the cognitive and emotional effort undertaken when
expressing oneself and learning in a second language. Moreover, they are no doubt more
effective teachers because they themselves have experienced the difficulties of acquiring
a second language when learning Spanish, and they are therefore more likely aware of
instructional practices that are effective when teaching second language learners.
When Lulu says that Mrs. Barnett is “far too good!”, and when Natalia says that
Mrs. Ferraro is “a really good teacher”, this is precisely what they mean. As Garcia
(1988), Lucas, et al. (1990), and Olsen & Mullen (1990) explain, using different
communication tools such as visuals, and using Spanish to ensure clarity of
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communication and instruction when English skills are not the focus of instruction, have
been consistently shown to improve the learning conditions and academic achievement of
Puerto Rican and other Latino students in U.S. schools. These teaching skills are
particularly useful when providing the individual attention that is being offered to Aida in
Mrs. O’Brien’s classroom.
The allegory of the school as a home and the teachers as parents in some of these
narratives is revealing. It demonstrates the use of participants’ Puerto Rican cultural
frame of reference to describe the meaning of school and effective teachers. They see
these teachers as second mothers who care about them, who are involved in their
students’ lives and, as Lulu explains, who are their “best friends.” They are someone to
whom these young women go to talk about their problems and, as Natalia explains, they
have a big impact in their lives because of the good advice they offer. When these
teachers voice high expectations for their students to have good records, as Mrs. Ferraro
recommends to Natalia, it further reinforces their parents’ high educational aspirations at
home. When seen from this perspective, it is not surprising that these teachers and the
school are, indeed, second mothers and homes for these young Puerto Rican women. As
Lisette explains reflectively about Mrs. Colon, good teachers expect the best from their
students, respect them, support them, and advices them so that they do not feel out of
place in school. Rather, they feel as if they are in their second home.
Lulu’s case also shows how teachers’ attitude toward their Puerto Rican and other
so-called minority students do make a difference in their lives. In her narrative, Lulu
describes effective teachers as those who care enough to go to her basketball games. As I
explained before, Lulu comes from a single parent home where her mother is at work six
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days a week with little or no time to make it to her games. I believe that by going to
Lulu’s games, Mrs. Barnett and Mrs. O’Brien do more than cheer her team. Rather, they
support her right to do sports in school, and they affirm her gendered self-esteem in the
process.
These young women demonstrate how teachers, especially in the city, must
understand how school has become a social institution where not only academic subjects
are learned, but also where the emotional and psychosocial growth of the students take
place. The significance of this finding for teachers is that, whether they are aware of it or
not, teachers do have an impact on the psychosocial growth of their students. The
implication for teachers is that to become more effective educators for students like Lulu
they need to find the time to better know their students, like Mrs. Barnett and Mrs.
O’Brien had. Although personal time constraint make it a challenging commitment for
many teachers, it is a suggestion that must be addressed in restructuring school efforts to
raise the achievement levels of Puerto Ricans and other minority students.

Creating Effective College-Bound Programs and School-University Partnerships
A college education as their foremost educational goal was also found to play a
cardinal role in the academic success of all participants of this study. In Chapter 5, we
examined participants’ narratives where they clearly articulated this goal regardless of
their socioeconomic background. However, significant differences in participants’
information about college entrance requirements were found to be highly correlated with
their parents’ level of education. For those participants whose parents are college
educated, the information they have is congruent with what is required to enter college in
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the United States. For those young women whose parents are pot college educated, the
information they have about the best program of study in secondary school as well as
college entrance requirements is incomplete. Let me explain.
Seven of the participants have at least one parent with some college education.
The parents of Juana, Maria, and Natalia are the ones who have no college experience.
When we examined Juana’s narrative, she seems to understand that her needs as a Puerto
Rican female student with aspirations of going to college are not being met. Her
experience is similar to those of other young women as reported by Vazquez-Nutall and
Romero-Garcia (1989). They found that the high aspirations of Puerto Rican female
students are not met with the counseling services they needed to guide them through
curricular choices.
Maria’s narratives about college are very similar to those of Juana. That is to say,
they both talk about going to college as their educational aspiration, but when asked
about college entrance requirements or curricular choices they must make to get there,
both said they have no knowledge now, but that they will get that information later on. In
both cases, their parents seem unfamiliar with the requirements to guide them through
that process, and their schools have provided little or no guidance to them. These
experiences point to a dangerous pattern that does not seem to differ in either the urban
school system or the suburban one. The experiences of Juana and Maria contrast with
those of Denise and Alma, who not only know about college entrance requirements but
their program of study shows them as making the right curricular decisions for their
future college education.
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Of all participants, Natalia and Jennifer best facilitate our understanding of the
differences between the two groups. Natalia and Jennifer are both in the same grade and
school system, and both have participated in college-bound programs. They have been
very successful in school, and they are two of the few Puerto Rican students who are in
college track in City High School. As such, they know their advanced courses are
preparing them to college. Still, when Natalia is compared to Jennifer, the difference is
dramatic. Jennifer’s mother and siblings went to college, and she has already been
admitted to a small private college herself. Natalia, on the other hand, is still thinking
about which college to apply to. She even seems pretty convinced that her best choice is
an associate degree from City Community College. Although Natalia can certainly finish
an associate degree at City Community College and even transfer on to a four-year
institution, the fact is that Natalia’s school records can place her at almost any four-year
college or university of her choice. Even if she decides to transfer to a four-year
institution, she probably will lose some credits in that process. I suspect that if her
parents were more familiar with the differences between a two-year and a four-year
institution, Natalia’s likelihood of applying to a four-year institution would be higher.
Again, the role of the school in guiding Natalia to consider her options is missing.
These experiences show the need to restructure counseling services in schools to
meet the needs and high aspirations of the students they serve. This study suggests that
school systems, both in the city and the suburb, need to reform counseling services to
meet the ever increasing needs of students. Neither of the school systems represented in
this study has done a good job of informing these young women about college
requirements, thereby curtailing their opportunities, nor do professional staff seem to be
144

aware that this situation is going on in their schools. Therefore, these school systems are
unintentionally discriminating against those students who would benefit most from a
college education, that is, those who would be first-generation college students.
Juana’s recommendation to counselors who want to improve their services to
students like her focuses on their role in “getting you prepared to college”. This is a
clear statement that must be taken seriously if we want to improve the learning
environments for students in similar situations. This recommendation can benefit all
students who dream of a college education who, I believe, must have the best of
opportunities to achieve such an educational goal.
In addition to traditional orientation sessions, I also recommend, beginning in
seventh grade, counseling programs in which staff meet individually with all students,
guide them carefully about their program of study, and present them with college and
scholarship information, including entrance requirements. In this way, students can plan
the best course of study and change it according to their academic needs. Parents must be
part of this conversation, and individual meetings with them must be advocated as well.
Traditional group orientation meetings may supplement individual meetings, but they
should never substitute the individual meetings. The impersonal character of those larger
meetings makes many Puerto Rican parents more reluctant to participate. Scholarship
information must be emphasized, and partnerships with college admissions offices must
be developed. These school-university partnerships can strengthen collaborations in the
creation of new school-based programs that will foster academic achievement for all
students, and will lessen the financial burden of such programs for the school system.
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Promoting Structured Students’ Interactions in the Classroom
In Chapter 6, we explored four themes that define common problems faced by
most participants in this study. It was found that moving from place to place has
profoundly affected the lives of nine participants in this study. Participants talked
reflectively about the hardship of adapting to a new cultural environment and language in
a new school. For some of them, the experience of adapting to a new place was only one
step in a longer journey of further changes in their lives. They depicted feelings of
loneliness and difference, as well as learning difficulties and grade retention as
consequences of moving.
These findings bring to the discussion of school improvement an issue that,
intriguingly, has been mostly absent in the literature. Given the high geographical
mobility of many Puerto Rican families, the issue of mobility deserves more attention and
further research to understand its impact among Puerto Rican students in U.S. schools.
Although the adaptative strategies of migration among Puerto Ricans have been
examined in other studies such as Fitzpatrick (1987), Acosta-Belen & Sjostrum (1988),
and Meswick (1992), a closer examination of the effects of moving from place to place
during adolescence needs further attention.
From this study, we can draw some important lessons. First of all, moving seems
to bring many changes in the lives of these young women. Those changes are added
stressors to the psychosocial development of these young women during adolescence, an
already difficult developmental stage. For example, Aida defines living in Hopeville City
as “having no place to go”. Others talk about feeling lonely. According to Alma, the
older the adolescent, the harder it is to make new friends when they move. During female
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adolescence, identity development is highly related to relationships with others (Stem,
1990). For these young women, that developmental process is certainly even harder than
for the average student.
I would like to suggest that these experiences have implications for teaching
practices in the classroom. Teachers should be aware and sensitive toward the
experiences of these students, and they must attempt to promote a more welcoming
environment in their classrooms as well as better opportunities for students to interact
with their peers. I suggest the use of cooperative learning structures such as learning
partners and structured group activities, because these structures seem to provide new
spaces for dialogue and learning in the classroom (Kagan, 1992). Although I would not
expect these classroom activities to be enough to form close bonds between students, they
are at least a first step in creating additional opportunities for new students to meet their
peers.
Teachers need to pay careful attention to structuring these learning activities.
Often times, unstructured group activities become opportunities for similar-interest peers
to bond even closer together and further exclude new students and students from
underrepresented groups.

Educating Personnel about the Puerto Rican Experience and Creatine Support Services
for Students and Their Families
I also suggest that school personnel who work closely with Puerto Rican students
educate themselves about how societal factors such as unemployment, underemployment,
and health problems are major determinants in Puerto Ricans’ decision to move.
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Although these changes might be hard on their children’s educational progress, the
factors influencing that decision are, more often than not, legitimate ones. Whenever
possible, learning the particular reasons for families’ need to move will allow them to
provide or recommend other support services that might help smooth the transition for the
students, and diminish the sense of alienation the participants talked about in the
interviews. Collaborations with other public and non-profit community service agencies
should be considered to facilitate these services for the students and their families.
Furthermore, Puerto Rican parents can benefit from a better understanding of the effects
of their decisions on their children’s educational lives, and more studies identifying
effective strategies that parents can use to help their children cope with these issues
deserve more attention.

Increasing Funding and Promoting Curricular Reform for TBE and ESL Programs
Most of the participants talked about their experiences when moving to the United
States. Adapting to a new cultural environment and language is well described in the
interviews. For many participants, the Transitional Bilingual Education Program (TBE)
became the bridge between the two cultures and languages for these successful students.
As Maria explains, the bilingual teachers were the best teachers. For Jennifer, the
Spanish Bilingual Program was the reason her family moved from another town in
Massachusetts to Hopeville City. The frustrations of not understanding English and the
anxiety experienced by these young women are a strong reminder of the importance of
TBE and English as a Second Language (ESL) programs in the successful adjustment to
school of Puerto Rican students in the United States. Although bilingual programs have
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become the target of criticism and budget cuts across the nation, in this study they have
been found to make a big difference in participants’ transition to a new school
environment. Amparo says it all when she remarks that the only thing she would have
changed in her educational life was to have more teachers who knew Spanish when she
first moved to the United States.
It is also certain that TBE and ESL programs need urgent changes to improve the
quality of education their participants receive. In Chapter 6, we discussed the
contradictory feelings participants have about their experiences in TBE and ESL
programs. But, based on the findings of this study, those seeming contradictions are
mostly explained by the transitional nature of the programs, their overemphasis on
English acquisition over other subject matters, early transition to mainstream classrooms,
and the segregation that has been characterized TBE and ESL students in most school
systems. When we look at research such as Meier & Steward (1991), the rationale behind
these segregationist practices seems to be more attuned with the ethnic segregation of the
larger society than with sound educational goals, and these findings have significant
implications for school improvement.
The first implication for school improvement is to acknowledge the importance of
these programs for students whose dominant language is other than English, or DLOE
students for short. That acknowledgment must be translated into better funding and
program curricular reform. The primary goals of curricular reform for TBE and ESL
programs must be to strengthen instruction of both subject areas in the students’ dominant
language and of English as a second language, as well as to improve assessment of their
first language when entering school and of their English dominance when exiting them
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from the program. These goals will strengthen students’ bilingual skills, highly valued in
the labor market of many countries across the world, and will eliminate the frustrations in
the TBE and ESL programs expressed by the participants of this study.
In order to achieve these goals, I would like to outline five recommendations.
First of all, I recommend the elimination of the remedial nature of content courses within
the TBE and ESL programs, and the development of advanced content courses for all
program participants. Lucas et al. (1990) described the success of such courses in schools
with high rates of academic achievement among Spanish dominant Latino students. In
this study, Lisette’s experiences in the TBE program testify to the years missed out in
content areas, how her academic progress was affected by it, and the struggle she had in
the mainstream program trying to catch up with the information missed during those
years. I recommend that school systems make these courses open to all Spanish speaking
students, including those in the mainstream program. In this way, mainstreamed students
who might be ready to learn other subjects in English but still are struggling with highly
abstract math or science concepts, like Lulu in her Chemistry class, can also benefit from
these classes. Advance content courses will also serve to make TBE and ESL students
feel that they are not that different from the mainstream peers. As Aida explains, she felt
“like a normal student” when mainstreamed because she thought that to be in TBE was
like being in a “special class.”
The second recommendation is to improve instruction of English language skills
so that students can effectively acquire them in a maximum of two periods per semester.
I suggest a combination of formal English classes with a more practical approach to
learning English language skills. For example, special school projects emphasizing
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working collaborations with mainstream students must be developed for academic
credits. Projects such as the production of a bilingual school newspaper or a bilingual
newsletter for parents that will foster better opportunities for TBE and ESL students to
learn the more immediate and practical English language skills needed to succeed in the
school and the society at large. My recommendation for a maximum of two English
courses per semester is to compensate for one of the findings of this study, which found
participants such as Maria missing science and social studies because her school ESL
program placed her in three ESL courses per semester.
The third recommendation to improve TBE and ESL programs is to develop and
administer better assessments to identify their dominant language when entering school,
and their English dominance when exiting the program. These improvements are needed
to avoid the mistake of placing Puerto Ricans and other Latino students in the programs
solely by their surname, as happened to Natalia in Texas. For it should not be assumed
that Spanish is the home language of all Latino students in the United States. Better
assessment tools to exit students from the program are needed to avoid placing them in
the mainstream classroom prematurely. As Juana’s experiences shows, her academics
suffered during the transition and her grades went from mostly A’s to mostly C’s and
D’s.
Lisette refers in the interviews to her experiences in the mainstream classrooms
where her teachers did not help her when she could not understand what was taught.
Lulu and Aida also shared similar experiences, where they felt lost in the mainstream
classroom. It is to overcome this common experience among Puerto Rican students in the
mainstream classroom that I recommend that school administrators develop and require
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that mainstream teachers take in-service training on how to teach DLOE students. In this
way, all teachers will be responsible for the education of all students, not only for those
whose first language is English. In the same vein, many of the techniques used to teach
DLOE students are also effective with English dominant students whose learning styles
require more visual clues or kinesthetic activities.
The fifth recommendation is for school systems to integrate bilingual and
mainstream students more successfully. Several participants in this study see segregation
as a drawback of TBE and ESL programs in their schools. In addition, their experiences
with discrimination and stereotypes have had a significant negative impact in their
educational lives. It is, indeed, another challenge they face in school and the society at
large. Furthermore, it is well proven in U.S. history that segregation only generates
resentment and fear toward the other group. The implication of these findings is the need
to create opportunities for students of different groups to interact more often during the
school day through special school programs and classroom activities such as the ones
suggested above.

Developing a Multicultural School Curriculum: The First Steps
I strongly agree with Denise’s recommendations to expand the social studies
curriculum to cover the history and culture of other ethnic groups represented in school,
and the integration of student assemblies or meeting groups into the school curriculum to
talk about race issues. I suggest these groups meet at least once a week and discuss issues
related to social categories of identification chosen as important by the student
population. Issues related to race, ethnicity and language diversity, as well as gender,
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sexual preference, and personal impairments might be explored in a highly structured
group organization where facilitators define specific rules of expected behavior and
acceptable ways to address the issues.
Some of the issues can be explored in affinity groups, or groups of students selfidentified as belonging to the same identity group to explore what it is to be who they are
in society. For Puerto Rican students, these groups can offer an opportunity to explore
issues brought during the interviews such as: the added pressure to prove themselves in
advanced level classes; feelings of being different, of alienation, and of exclusion from
White peers in mostly White school settings; cultural differences; discrimination, and
stereotyping. When meeting with other affinity groups, the students can discuss what it is
like to be themselves in the eyes of others and share how they see others from their point
of view. Lugones (1990) defines this concept as “world traveling”, and sees it as an
opportunity to identify with “the others”.
Before embarking in any serious attempt to create a multicultural school
curriculum, school systems must be aware of the urgency to educate teachers and other
school personnel about discrimination, and how to identify and stop discriminatory
practices. Many teachers, even those who are aware of racism, need to examine how their
own upbringing and pre-service training did not prepare them to teach diverse students.
The experiences of Lisette with her English teacher, who provided poor feedback to her
academic work and expressed low expectations demonstrate the urgency of this endeavor.
A strong staff development program is recommended, and suggestions to develop such
program can be found in Irvine (1997).
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Abolishing Ability Grouping
Another issue presented in Chapter 6 is the experience of discrimination and
alienation faced by participants in advanced level classroom. The racial and ethnic
segregation found in the two school systems examined in this study reflects a general
trend across the nation’s schools, where Latinos and other underrepresented minorities
are disproportionally found in remedial classes (Wheelock, 1992). Actually, racial
segregation is a well known factor in the discussion of the ability grouping system. This
study further suggests that the experiences of those supposedly privileged few from
underrepresented groups who do make it in the advanced level track are also
shortchanged by the ability grouping system. As described by some participants in this
study, these students endure unnecessary psycho-emotional pressure due to their social
isolation from their friends during school hours, the distress to prove themselves to their
mostly White teachers and peers, and the general alienation from their daily classroom
experiences where they seem to have a hard time relating to their peers. These findings
strongly suggest the urgency for school systems to abolish ability grouping as a viable
alternative to educate all students. Heterogeneous grouping continues to represent the
best alternative, and recommendations on how to best implement it in the schools can be
found in Wheelock (1992).

Intersecting Dropping Out: Participants’ Recommendations
A gendered vision of dropping out was defined in Chapter 6, where the realities of
dropping out and getting pregnant were perceived to be interwoven in the lives of these
young women. Dropping out of school was found to be an educational choice in the lives
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of the participants living in the city, and problems at home were identified as the number
one reason to leave school. But what I found most fascinating about the dropout issue in
the interviews is the fact that most of the participants believe that the school systems
could be doing more to help students stay in school, and they outlined specific
recommendations to achieve such a goal. As a researcher, I found their recommendations
excellent, and here I will humbly limit myself to outline them, and stress their importance
on improving the learning environment for students like them in our public schools across
the nation.
First of all, Amparo warns of the need for early intervention programs to address
the benefits of education for Puerto Rican students, particularly those coming from homes
whose parents and older sibling might have chosen to drop out. According to Amparo,
these programs must work toward the goal of making students confident about school.
That is to say, these students need to feel success when doing school work, and academic
support programs such as the after school programs described before might play a
significant role in the educational lives of Puerto Rican students. These after school
programs were also recommended by Jennifer and Natalia during their interviews.
Natalia also recommends that administrators create more school activities for Puerto
Rican students to get involved in and get to like school life. For Natalia, these activities
can also make these students feel more confident on themselves and might help them
achieve in their academic work as well.
Natalia and Amparo stress the need for school counselors to play a more active
role in listening and counseling students like them. They believe school counselors need
to be more involved in students’ lives. It seems to me that the vision of school
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counseling presented by these young women contrasts with what is the norm in most
schools, where counseling is restricted to class scheduling, dealing with behavioral
problems, and only sometimes with career counseling. I agree with them in that re¬
thinking the role of counseling in the schools might help to create the minimum
conditions for our children to feel understood and cared for. As stated before, children in
today’s society have parents who for diverse reasons do not have enough time to spend
with them during adolescence, the most critical part of their psychosocial development
(Erickson, 1968).
I believe that educators, particularly school administrators, need to evaluate the
changing role of schools in providing support services that were not needed 20 or 30
years ago, when students lived close to their grandparents or their mothers were at home.
This idealized vision of children receiving support and guidance from relatives is far
different from the realities of most children in our schools today. Although schools were
never envisioned to provide support services to youngsters, this study shows that students
need those services to survive in a society that is constantly sending contradictory
messages about what success is and the best roads to achieve it.
As I already suggested before, school administrators and teachers must look at
community organizations as sources of resources and services in this area of need. Closer
collaborations with these organizations should be established to create healthy
environments, where the emotional and psychosocial needs of our students can be met
before they become an impediment to learning and achieving in school. These
organizations can facilitate individual and peer counseling as recommended by Lulu,
where students can share their problems at home, in school, and with growing up. As
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Lulu explains, these groups will help them understand that they are not alone with their
problems, and that their peers can be of support in their lives.
Finally, Lisette and Lulu place responsibility on teachers for reaching out to
students. As Lisette says: “It takes work but it’s worth it.” Lisette’s words assert
findings by Montero-Sieburth & Perez (1987) that effective teachers of Latino students
become conversant about their lives and realities. As have been previously discussed in
this chapter, students interviewed in this study remind teachers of the need to better know
their students and to find new ways to support and affirm them in school.

What is so Gendered about this Study?
Exploring the educational experiences of female Puerto Rican students through
interviews brought to light themes that, for the most part, are more related to ethnicity
than gender. I will propose here that a tentative explanation for such findings can be
related to the fact that ethnicity might be playing a stronger role in participants’
construction of their identity in school than gender, particularly at a conscious level.
According to Ward (1990), Black adolescent girls experience racial identity in very
conscious terms early in their lives. Her study also suggests that the experiences of racial
identification are very strong among Black adolescent girls, and they are very much
embedded in both their conscious minds and further identity formation.
The narratives of the participants in this study suggest a similar trend for the
following reason. As I explained in Chapter 6, seven participants talked about their
experiences of ethnic and linguistic discrimination in school and the larger society. Yet,
when asked about their experiences as girls, they mostly answered that being a girl
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actually helped them in school. I believe that these experiences with discrimination
might have shaped the level of ethnic self-consciousness, and can help explain their
stronger ethnic identity in school. But I recognize that the matter requires further
investigation.
Nevertheless, there are two findings that I found gender specific. First of all,
participants’ conceptualization of their mother as strong role models denotes a gendered
valorization of the importance of care taking. This finding seems to confirm those of
Gilligan (1992), which stress the fact that women portray acts of nurture as acts of
strength. In the narratives of these young women, I find a distinct notion of the value of
their mothers’ work at home and at work or school that can only be constructed from their
positionality as daughters.
The second gender specific finding is participants’ vision of dropping out as
interwoven with getting pregnant and/or receiving welfare. They see the latter as the only
choices young women have when undertaking the dropout pathway, and the experiences
of their female friends and peers seem to confirm those limited choices. Young dropped
out men might have other choices, but the grim future for female students depicted by the
participants in this study must be contested in schools. Further investigation on female
at-risk students and dropped out young women is recommended. This research must look
into creative ways to work with these young women in fostering other choices in their
lives, such as alternatives learning programs to improve their self-betterment and selfsufficiency.
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Conclusion
The narratives of ten young Puerto Rican women hereby presented testify to their
role as experts of their lives and educational experiences. Their views about schooling
show that they have grappled with significant elements affecting their lives and academic
achievement. As I expected when I proposed this study, participants have articulated
their educational experiences very well, and they have outlined concrete
recommendations for school improvement. I believe that the incorporation of their ideas
and recommendations into school reform initiative can contribute to focusing the
attention on the discussion of some urgent issues, and they will foster the creation of the
minimum conditions for students like them to feel welcomed and respected for what they
are and what they bring to our schools every day. I also caution that the ideas and
recommendations presented in this study are only part of the solution. For each school
system is still responsible for evaluating their own limitations, priorities, and resources in
order to design effective programs and services that will foster academic success among
Puerto Ricans and other students. When they do so, they comply with their institutional
responsibility to provide equal educational opportunities to all students in the nation’s
public schools.
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APPENDIX A
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
THE EXPERIENCES OF PUERTO RICAN FEMALE STUDENTS IN U.S.
PUBLIC SECONDARY SCHOOLS

To participants in this study and their legal guardians:
My name is Carmen A. Rolon. I am a doctoral student in the Cultural Diversity
and Curriculum Reform Program at the University of Massachusetts School of Education
in Amherst. As part of the requirements for the completion of this program I will write a
doctoral dissertation. The subject of my dissertation is the experiences of Puerto Rican
female students in U.S. public secondary schools. In order to gather the information
needed for this research project, I will be conducting a series of in-depth interviews with
Puerto Rican female students attending secondary schools.
You are being asked to participate in this study. If you agree to participate, I will
conduct three in-depth interviews with you of about ninety minutes each. The first
interview will focus on your experiences growing up and going to school in the United
States up until secondary school. The second interview will focus on your present
experiences as a student in secondary school. The third interview will focus on what
those experiences mean for you. Although these questions will be used to structure the
interviews, specific answers are not expected. I rather look for a fruitful discussion about
your life and educational experiences, both inside and outside of school, in order to
understand them better.
The interviews will be conducted in your language of preference, and will be
audio-taped. I will transcribe the interviews, and might use the transcription to write a
profile of your experiences. This profile will be created out of your own words, and will
be used for:
1. my doctoral dissertation;
2. written publications, including possible journal articles and/or books;
3. public presentations to groups interested in the subject and/or the research
methodology;
4. instructional purposes;
5. proposals for and implementation of curriculum development, teacher education
and/or in-service training programs.
In all written materials and oral presentations in which materials from your
interviews might be used, neither your name, the names of people close to you or
mentioned during the interviews, nor any other information that might identify you will
be used.
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Due to confidentially issues, your legal guardian will not have access to the
interview materials in any form, except in their public ones, where your anonymity has
been as much secured as it can be under the circumstances of the research design.
You may withdraw from the interview process at any time before the interviews
are completed. You may withdraw your consent to have specific excerpts used, if you
notify me in writing at the end of the interview series. Accordingly, your legal guardian
may withdraw you from the interview process at any time before the interviews are
completed. Due to confidentiality issues, your legal guardian will not have access to your
profile.
You may read the profile I will craft with your words, and discuss with me any
concerns in terms of misrepresentation of the content of your quotations. Neither you nor
your legal guardian have the right to edit my data analysis, or my conclusions.
In signing this form you and your legal guardian are agreeing to the use of the
materials from your interviews as indicated above. If I were to want to use the materials
from your interviews in any way not consistent with what is stated above, I will contact
you and your legal guardian to get your additional written consent.
In signing this form, you and your legal guardian are also assuring me that neither
you nor your legal guardian will make financial claims on me for the use of the materials
in your interviews.
In signing this form, you and your legal guardian are thus stating that no medical
treatment will be required by you or your legal guardian from the University of
Massachusetts should any physical injury result from participating in these interviews.
If you or your legal guardian have any question, please call me at 549-1449.

I,__, have read the above statement
and agree to participate as an interviewee under the conditions stated above.

I___, have read the

above statement and agree my legal child,_to participate as an
interviewee under the conditions stated above.
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Signature of Participant

Signature of Legal Guardian

Date

Signature of Interviewer
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APPENDIX B
FORMULARIO DE CONSENTIMIENTO POR ESCRITO
LAS EXPERIENCIAS DE ESTUDIANTES PUERTORRIQUENAS EN ESCUELAS
PUBLICAS SECUNDARIAS EN LOS ESTADOS UNIDOS
Para las participantes en este estudio y sus guardianes legales:
Mi nombre es Carmen A. Rolon. Soy estudiante doctoral en el Programa de
Diversidad Cultural y Reforma Curricular de la Escuela de Education de la Universidad
de Massachusetts en Amherst. Como parte de los requisitos para completar el grado es
necesario que escriba una tesis doctoral. El topico seleccionado para mi tesis es las
experiencias de estudiantes puertorriquenas en escuelas publicas secundiarias en los
Estados Unidos. Como parte de este trabajo de investigacion estare haciendo entrevistas
a fondo con estudiantes puertorriquenas de escuelas secundarias.
Por este medio quisiera invitarte a participar en este estudio. Si aceptas la
invitation, participaras en tres entrevistas a fondo, cada una de las cuales durara alrederor
de hora y media. La primera entrevista girara en tomo a tus experiencias de ser criada y
asistir a escuelas en los Estados Unidos hasta llegar a la escuela secundaria. La segunda
entrevista enfocara en tus experiencias actuales como estudiante de escuela secundaria.
La tercera y ultima entrevista concentrara en el significado de estas experiencias para ti.
Estas preguntas representan unas guias generales para estructurar las entrevistas.
En ningun momento se esperan respuestas especificas a ellas. Lo que si se espera es
poder establecer una discusion entre nosotras sobre tu vida y tus experiencias educativas
en los Estados Unidos, dentro y fuera de las escuelas. De esta forma esperamos poder
documentar y entender esas experiencias mucho mejor de lo que se ha hecho hasta ahora.
Las entrevistas se haran en el idioma de tu preferencia, y seran grabadas. Las
entrevistas grabadas seran transcritas y pueden ser utilizadas para crear un perfil
biografico usando palabras textuales de tus entrevistas. Este perfil biografico podra ser
utilizado para documentar y/o presentar los siguientes trabajos:
1. mi tesis doctoral;
2. publicaciones escritas, incluyendo posibles articulos para revistas y/o libros;
3. presentaciones orales a grupos interesados en el topico y/o la metodologia de
investigacion;
4. ensenanza;
5. propuestas para la creation e implementation de curriculo, ensenanza de estudiantes
de pedagogia y/o maestros, y/o adiestramiento magisterial.
En todo material escrito y/o presentaciones orales en que se utilicen materiales de
tus entrevistas, no se hara uso de tu nombre, ni del nombre de personas cercanas a ti o
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mencionadas por ti durante las entrevistas, o de ninguna otra information que pueda
identificarte.
Debido al caracter confidencial de las entrevistas, tu guardian legal no podra tener
acceso alguno a estas, excepto a aquellas partes que se utilicen en formas publicas, donde
tu identidad ha sido tan protegida como puede ser bajo las garantias del metodo de
investigation utilizado en el estudio.
Tu tienes el derecho de retirarte del estudio en cualquier momento que lo desees
durante el transcurso de las entrevistas, pero no luego de completadas las tres entrevistas.
Tambien tienes el derecho a retirar parte del material de las entrevistas, si me lo notificas
por escrito en o antes del final de la tercera entrevista. De la misma forma, tu guardian
legal tiene derecho a retirarte de las entrevistas en cualquier momento durante el
transcurso de las entrevistas, pero no luego de completadas las tres entrevistas.
Debido al caracter confidencial de las entrevistas, tu guardian legal no tendra
acceso a tu perfil biografico. Sin embargo, tu si tendras derecho a leer el perfil biografico
creado con palabras textuales de tus entrevistas, y podras discutir conmigo cualquier
preocupacion que tengas con respecto a alguna posible tergiversation del contenido del
texto citado de tus entrevistas.
Yo me reservo el derecho exclusivo a la interpretation final de los datos y a llegar
a mis propias conclusiones.
Al firmar este formulario tu y tu guardian legal estan consintiendo al uso antes
mencionado de los materiales de tus entrevistas. Si yo necesitara utilizar los materiales
de tus entrevistas para otros propositos no mencionados en este formulario yo me
comunicare con ustedes para obtener otro consentimiento por escrito.
Al firmar este formulario tu y tu guardian legal estan consintiendo a que no haran
ningun reclamo financiero por el uso de los materiales en tus entrevistas.
Al firmar este formulario tu y tu guardian legal estan consintiendo a que no haran
reclamo alguno de tratamiento medico a la Universidad de Massachusetts si tuvieras un
accidente o algun dano fisico como resultado de participar en estas entrevistas.
Si tu o tu guardian legal tienen preguntas sobre este projecto me pueden llamar.
Mi numero de telefono es el 549-1449.
Yo,___, he leido este formulario y
estoy de acuerdo en participar como entrevistada bajo las condiciones aqui estipuladas.
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Yo,

5

he leldo este formulario y

estoy de acuerdo con que mi hija legal,_
participe como entrevistada bajo las condiciones aqui estipuladas.

Firma de la participante

Firma del guardian legal de la participante

Fecha

Firma de la entrevistadora
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